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ABSTRACT

Deserving to Belong:
Complex Narratives of
Working and Learning
in Self-Contained Educational Spaces
by
Emily Brielle Clark
Advisor: Dr. Wendy Luttrell
Using the tools of narrative, discourse, and visual analysis, this study examines the
sensemaking of educators and former students who work(ed) and learn(ed) in self-contained
special education settings. In three individual interview sessions (and one final sensemaking
session), I interviewed fourteen educators and nine former students who work(ed) and learn(ed)
in different kinds of self-contained settings within the New York City public school system.
This project is not about a specific school, as self-contained classrooms exist in different
configurations and locations throughout the city and the country. To protect the participants, all
names and references to specific schools and programs have been changed. More than anything,
this is a project that seeks to counter, complicate, and change the narrative of the deficit-laden
research that currently informs decisions about special education and the exclusion of students
who challenge traditional classroom practices such as sitting still or following directions.
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A Note on Technical Specifications
My Imagination Was Lit was created using digital collages made from images in my personal
photo collection. I uploaded the images into GoogleSlides and used the image editing tools to
create the stills for the video. Once the slides were complete, I downloaded each image as a .png
file. Lit consists of over 100 GoogleSlides .png images. People Don’t Know We Exist was
created using a mixture of artistic processes. I used watercolor, cut paper, toy cars, charcoal, and
aquarelle crayons to create the scenes of the video. The still images for the video were shot with
an iPhone X. Each of the images is backlit with a homemade light table and a homemade
cardboard softbox for light diffusion.
After creating the content for each of the videos, I uploaded the content to the Apple application
iMovie (version 10.2.5). I then used the Apple application GarageBand (version 10.3.5) to mix
recordings of my participants’ voices with sounds from my personal sound library. After the
soundtracks were complete, I downloaded each file as an Mp3. I then uploaded each soundtrack
into iMovie and edited the still images to match the sounds. Each completed video was then
exported as an MPEG-4 file with a display resolution of 1080p (widescreen display with 16:9
aspect ratio). The MPEG-4 files have been uploaded to CUNY for archival purposes. In the
dissertation itself, I have embedded private YouTube links so readers can access each of the
videos. These two stop motion videos are integral components of my own senseMaking process;
the inseparability of sound, image, and embodied experience in the stories my participants
shared; and the written research analysis itself.
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Chapter One: Introduction
“I Don’t Belong Here”
Part One: Purpose
What does it mean to be an educator, working in a self-contained environment and have
your students say to you – “I don’t belong here”? Is it your role to convince the student that they
do in fact belong here? Do you explain the systems and structures that worked to ensure that
they were sent here? Do you explain to them all of the things that they can try to do to maybe
get out of here? Do you shrug it off and continue teaching knowing that tomorrow a different
student in your class will express that s/he also does not belong here? After the students have
left for the day, do you sit in your empty classroom and reflect at all about how your professional
existence relies on there always being kids who “don’t belong” anywhere else?
From a student perspective, what does it mean to say to a teacher, “I don’t belong here”?
What are you hoping your teacher will understand by this statement? What are you hoping your
peers will understand? How does your feeling of not belonging make you feel about going to
school? Does telling your teachers that you don’t belong here challenge them to do something
about it? Are you telling them that you don’t belong here because of how you feel about the
other students in the room? Because of how you are being taught? Because of what your
community has told you about where you go to school? Because of what your school has told
you about what it means to attend school in a self-contained program?
For many, including the participants in this study, the global Covid-19 pandemic has
highlighted the living impact of systemic racial injustices in education, health, food security,
safety, housing, and dis/ability. The pandemic has laid bare the tensions between storied
American “rugged-individualist narratives” (Hoover) and impassioned acts of collective care.
When the tension between individual and collective experiences is wrenched apart, a space is
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opened in which it is possible to see and hear the ways in which systems, structures, and
institutions intersect, collide, and bend to reveal structures of inequity. It is compelling to me
that my participants each have unique experiences, but that it is their collective experience that is
powerful because of the ways in which their shared narratives highlight the sharp disparities,
contradicting logics and moments of joy in self-contained settings. While this project was not
imagined during the pandemic, it was re-imagined to capture the further complexities of
educational containment during a time of global containment.
This research was guided by two central and two supporting questions to better inform
pedagogical practices and educational policies:
1) How do former students labeled with an educational dis/ability navigate and make meaning
of their learning environments?
Ø What discourses do the former students embrace, twist, and/or reject as a means to
make meaning of their educational experiences (e.g., deservingness, meritocracy,
ability and/or dis/ability, containment, etc.)?
2) How do educational professionals working in self-contained special education settings make
meaning of their work-related experiences and decisions?
Ø What discourses do the educational professionals embrace, twist, and/or reject as a
means to make meaning of their professional experiences in self-contained settings
(e.g., deservingness, meritocracy, ability and/or dis/ability, special education, purpose
of education, etc.)?
This narrative study explores the sensemaking of educators and former students who
work(ed) and learn(ed) in self-contained special education settings. In three individual interview
sessions (and one final sensemaking session), I interviewed fourteen educators and nine former
students who work(ed) and learn(ed) in different kinds of self-contained settings within the New
York City public school system. This project is not about a specific school, as self-contained
classrooms exist in different configurations and locations throughout the city and the country.
To protect the participants, all names and references to specific schools and programs have been
changed. More than anything, this is a project that seeks to counter, complicate, and change the
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narrative of the deficit-laden research that currently informs decisions about special education
and the exclusion of students who challenge traditional classroom practices such as sitting still or
following directions.
Embedded in the history of schooling in the United States is a history of exclusion – a
history that brings into sharp focus that the system of education is not designed for everyone to
be included. Danforth (2014) states,
For more than a hundred years, schools have divided children by age into grades, placed
thirty or so into a room with one teacher, and broken learning into subjects. Teachers
have been expected to control students, deliver lessons on subject content, and monitor
students as they complete assignments. These ways of organizing and conducting
teaching and learning in the public schools have become essential to our cultural
understanding of what a real school is. (p. 9)
Tyack and Cuban (1995) refer to this as the “grammar of schooling” (p. 85). Students who
challenge this “grammar” through learning differences, behavioral challenges, cultural
differences, language differences, etc. can find themselves pushed out, labeled and/or separated
from their peers. This language of labels and categories is part of a moral response to difference
that is woven into centuries of ideas of segregated learning – whether based on religion, age,
gender, race, and later assumptions about delinquency and “normalcy” that have all been infused
with perceptions of deservingness. As Oakes (1985) writes, “we want to believe that students
who are placed in top groups are those who deserve to be there. In fact, the word deserve is
often used when a student is seen to be misplaced or does not achieve what is expected in high
tracks; he or she doesn’t deserve to be there” (p. 9). The same is true when it comes to students
who have been placed in self-contained classroom settings – the word “deserve” or a synonym,
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“appropriate” – may be used to describe the educational environment or the behaviors a student
must exhibit to move into a less restrictive environment.
Political scientist and poverty researcher Sanford Schram (2019) writes, “[h]istory
teaches us that there is a deep semiotic structure of deservingness undergirding contemporary
welfare policy discourse in the United States. It is deeply embedded in the nation’s roots,
stretching back over two centuries. This discourse is anchored in the contrast between two
central subjectivities: the deserving autonomous, self-sufficient individual and the undeserving
dependent” (p. 8). I would argue that the same semiotic structure of deservingness exists within
contemporary educational discourse, particularly as it relates to dis/ability and special education
(Clark, 2019). Using Shram’s model, the two central subjectivities within K-12 public education
discourse are: the deserving self-sufficient compliant student and the undeserving deficient
dependent student. Federal legislation governing special education, currently the Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act Improvement Act (IDEAIA) of 2004, provides an example of the
way in which the concept of deservingness is structured into the law. One of the six principles of
IDEAIA is that students must be provided with a “free appropriate public education,” often
referred to as FAPE in special education parlance. It is the word “appropriate,” which shares
similar qualities to “deserve.” What is considered appropriate relies upon a medical
understanding of educational dis/ability, which allows educators to “ignore the moral (and
political) implications” of educational segregation/containment (J. Kafka, personal
communication, July 5, 2019). In other words, making a decision about educational resources
based on “appropriateness” as determined by medical criteria absolves the decision maker of
having to consider the specific political, economic, social, and cultural contexts of the
educational system as a whole and as experienced by the individual. In action, this looks like a
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student’s “appropriate placement” is in a self-contained classroom with a low student-teacher
ratio because of their educational dis/ability label.
While the experiences of the participants in this study reflect the policies, culture, and
population of New York City, the truth is that these stories exist everywhere. New York’s
system for placing students in what is considered their “appropriate” setting is based on federal
legislation as interpreted by state and local officials. What makes New York’s story compelling
is that there is a near constant push for cultural and policy changes regarding desegregation and
yet the primary system that maintains racial segregation is special education (Connor & Ferri,
2005). There can be no addressing the segregated nature of the school system without also
addressing the disparities in access to all of the systems that have been laid bare by the Covid-19
pandemic (housing, medical care, mental health care, safety, food security, and economic
security). We must always be asking, “who benefits from educational segregation?” If you only
take one thing away from the reading of this dissertation – I hope that it is this: self-contained
educational settings maintain structures of racial segregation and should be abolished, but not at
the expense of losing the practices that one of the participants, Terry, identified as “just good
teaching.” These practices are not and should not be unique to self-contained settings:
humanization (Camangian & Carriaga, 2021); creating multiple pathways for students to access,
create, and express knowledge; small class sizes; clean, safe, well-resourced, and welcoming
schools; culturally relevant and sustaining pedagogies and practices; schools and programs (and
people) that can adapt to the changing needs of the communities they serve.
Part Two: Origins
I was ten when Maria and Isaac became part of our family. I was twenty-nine and one
year into my career as a teacher when I had to physically restrain Isaac after he threatened

6
physical violence against our mother. I do not remember much about that night – including how
it ended. What I do remember is feeling the rage pulsing through his arms and the way it
gradually shifted to shaking as he cried. I remember first holding his rage and then holding his
grief.
Isaac and Maria were born to parents who were substance (ab)users and positive for the
Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV). Their father died within the first six weeks of our
knowing them as a family. For nine years, my parents (and me and my older sister) took on
whatever roles were necessary for Maria, Isaac, and their mother Mary. Sometimes, she needed
a break from the kids and they stayed with us; sometimes she called because she needed help
reading labels; sometimes she needed a ride; sometimes she just needed to come over with the
kids to share a meal; and sometimes she wanted us to come to their home to mark an occasion.
As the virus began to take hold and it was clear that the medication (AZT was the only treatment
at this time) was no longer able to fight off the transition to an AIDS diagnosis, Mary sent her
children to live with us full-time.
The nine years of transition time allowed my parents to learn the workings of the special
education system in Northeastern Pennsylvania. Maria was included in general education
elementary and middle school classes. She would go to a resource room to receive special
instruction but also took foreign languages, art, and music. My parents advocated for the
inclusion of both of my siblings, but because Maria was perceived by the school system as
passive and compliant, she was provided with access and opportunities that far exceeded Isaac’s
educational experiences. By the time he reached middle school, he had been placed in a
completely isolated, self-contained classroom called the “inclusion class.” A misnomer if ever
there was – it was as Slee (2011) describes as “a room where difficult, disruptive, and disabled
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students are gathered so that we can say they remain part of the mainstream school” (p. 156). As
he remembers it, Isaac recounts “if somebody paid attention and would have worked with me, I
wouldn’t have been so angry and frustrated” (personal communication, March 6, 2016). His
behavior ranged from unpredictable to uncontrollable and resulted in frequent discipline,
including criminal charges. By the age of twelve he embodied the belief that he was a ‘bad kid’
and needed discipline in order to be successful.
Isaac is now thirty-four and has chosen the precarious life of someone with an untreated
mental health issue. As a result, I do not see or talk to Isaac very often because he needs
someone who can take care of him in a crisis and I am too far away. While I do not have much
of a relationship with him at this point, I carry him with me everywhere I go, into my classrooms
and this project. Isaac did not fall neatly into one of the thirteen disability categories as outlined
by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). Many of his teachers blamed him for
his educational and personal struggles, describing him as lazy and oppositional and therefore less
deserving of the opportunities and resources of an inclusive education.
Part Three: Organization
This dissertation is organized into seven chapters, one interlude and an in-between space.
The one you just finished is the Introduction. Chapter Two is the discussion of the theoretical
and conceptual framework that guided the creation of this project. Chapter Three is a lengthy
examination into the historical structures and contemporary policies that shape special education
today. This chapter includes a multi-page timeline that incorporates local, state, and federal
policy and historical moments aligned with the teaching entry points of the educators who
participated in this study. Chapter Four is the research design and methods chapter, which will
provide you with an overview of the research project, the participants, and my methods of
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analysis and reflexivity. Chapters Four is followed by an interlude entitled “Blood.” This
interlude is meant as a way to position my daily work as an educator in a self-contained
educational setting within this research and writing process. I have worked as a teacher within a
self-contained setting for the entirety of my graduate school career with the exception of one
year. My research, writing, and teaching are inextricably intertwined and embodied. Chapter
Five is the first data analysis chapter and is framed around the narratives of the former students
who participated. The final part of this chapter includes a video analysis of student transition
stories. In between Chapters Five and Six is a video analysis of educators’ experiences in selfcontained environments. Chapter Six is the data analysis chapter that includes the narratives of
the educators. Lastly, Chapter Seven concludes this project with a reflection on the implications
of this study and possibilities for future research.
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Chapter Two:
Theoretical and Conceptual Lenses
Part One: Introduction
I am a builder of things – a house, a playhouse, furniture and random things with no real
function. I think about building a lot and have found myself approaching my theoretical
framework in the same way that I might approach a building project. In my “I think I am going
to be a carpenter” phase of my life, I was deeply impacted by the book, A Pattern Language.
The fundamental premise of the book is that “when you build a thing you cannot merely build
that thing in isolation, but must also repair the world around it, and within it, so that the larger
world at that one place becomes more coherent, and more whole; and the thing which you make
takes its place in the web of nature, as you make it” (Alexander et al, 1977, p. xiii). In this
instance, the “thing” that I am building is the concept of educational deservingness which seeks
to show that decisions about educational resources, human and material, are made based on the
ongoing structure (and forces) of settler colonialism.
A part of my building process necessitates an analysis and understanding of the
relationship between problems and solutions – theory provides a tool, like sandpaper, a boring
bit, or a sledgehammer to uncover the surface, reveal layers, and create space and illuminate
possibilities. Theory, like tools, can also be used to deconstruct, reconstruct, reimagine, and
obliterate. There are different philosophies surrounding tools and their care and use; some
people have highly organized and specially built tool organizational systems, and only use tools
for exactly the job they were intended. Ideas about using the right tool for the job to me, imply
productivity and efficiency, which are not necessarily a bad thing, but can get in the way of
creativity and ingenuity by creating artificial categories and constraints. In the same way that I
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might use a hammer to carry something, I am using theoretical tools in ways in which they may
not have been intended.
My theoretical framework has developed out of deep reading, exploring, and sensemaking in the areas of settler colonialism; social constructions of disability; theories of
resistance; structural theory and explorations of liminality/liminal personae. This seemingly
disparate collection of theories has provided me with the tools I needed to deeply engage with
the words and images of the participants in this study.
Part Two: Settler Colonialism: Racialization, Hierarchy, Resources
In their classic essay, “Decolonization Is Not a Metaphor,” Tuck and Yang (2012) state
that “the invisible dynamics of settler colonialism mark the organization, governance, curricula
and assessment of compulsory learning” (p. 2). Settler colonialism is an analytical framework
that is traditionally found in the disciplines of anthropology, literature, indigenous studies,
education, and history, but not so much in writing about disability or special education. In her
book, Settler Colonialism, Race and the Law, Natsu Taylor Saito (2020) “tells a story about
racialization – the construction of ‘races’ and the attribution of particular characteristics to them
– that diverges from the dominant narrative by focusing on how race and racial inequities have
been used, quite strategically, to generate power and wealth for the state and to consolidate
control of that power and wealth in the hands of the settler class” (p. 26).
It should be understood that settler-colonialism is not an historical moment, but a
structure (Wolfe, 1999). Gaining control of the land and resources is the central purpose of
settler-colonialism. In order to do this, Glenn (2015) points out, “they [settlers] needed to
develop conceptions of indigenous peoples as lesser beings, unworthy of consideration. They
harnessed race and gender to construct a hierarchy of humankind” (p. 7). I would add to Glenn’s
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argument that ability is also a part of the hierarchy. Author Adrienne Maree Brown (2017)
describes that “we are living in the ancestral imagination of others, with their longing for safety
and abundance, a longing that didn’t include us, or included us as enemy, fright, other” (p. 21).
In order for education to persist as a settler-colonial project, settlers must continue seizing
control of the land (synonymous with educational resources like space, teachers, materials, etc.)
by determining a hierarchy over who deserves access to what resources, by continuing to
categorize people as “enemy, fright or other.” Patel (2015) explains it this way, “settler
colonialism trains people to see each other, the land, and knowledge as property, to be in
constant insatiable competition for limited resources” (p.72).
Part Three: Disability Studies…Disability Studies in Education…DisCrit
disability studies
The inspiration for and origins of Disability Studies can be traced to the disability rights
movement. As seen in the recent film “Crip Camp: A Disability Revolution” (2020), the
disability rights movement was/is an intersectional fight for civil rights organized to demonstrate
that “we the shut-ins, or the shut-outs, we the hidden, supposedly the frail and the weak, that we
can wage a struggle at the highest level of government and win” (Cone, 1977, np). The central
tenet in the field of Disability Studies is that disability is a social construct – that the structures,
systems, and symbols that make up our world are responsible for the disabling and othering of
people viewed as deviating from “normal.” This perspective counters and critiques the
medicalized model of disability which is “presented as viewing disability as a problem of the
person, directly caused by disease, trauma or other health condition…In the medical model,
management of the disability is aimed at a ‘cure’ or the individual’s adjustment and behavioral
change that would lead to an ‘almost cure’ or effective cure” (Langtree, 2014, para 2). Disability
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Studies has attracted scholars from a multitude of disciplines who have worked to reveal and
critique the symbolic and structural operations of the medical model of disability to marginalize
and oppress. The work of Disability Studies is to shift the social, cultural, and political gaze
from individual deficit to disability as social construct thereby creating a space to interrogate
systems and structures which require the labeling of disabilities (differences) in order to have
meaning.
disability studies in education
The standard literature in special education tends to focus on interventions and methods
for managing students with disabilities (Hallahan, Kauffman & Pullen, 2015; Turnbull &
Turnbull, 2015; Archer & Hughes, 2010). This deficit lens tends to locate the “problem” within
the student and provides little space for student voice and experience. This is important as these
texts and perceptions of students with disabilities as deficient inform not only the practices and
cultures of special education settings, but also the mission of the teacher education programs that
train educators to work with students with disabilities. Disability Studies in education emerged
as an intersection site of inquiry between the fields of Disability Studies and education to counter
positivist and deficit-lensed research in the area of special education. Disability Studies in
Education seeks to understand schooling as a site of disability creation.
dis/ability critical race studies (dis/crit)
As the following chapter on the historical foundations and contemporary policies of
special education will illustrate, there is no way to untwist the connections between the social
construction of dis/ability and construction of race. “A Dis/Crit theory in education is a
framework that theorizes about the ways in which race, racism, dis/ability and ableism are built
into the interactions, procedures, discourses, and institutions of education, which affect students
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of color with dis/abilities qualitatively differently than White students with dis/abilities”
(Connor, Ferri, & Annamma, 2016, p. 14). Current standards of success measure students
against the construct of a white normal, which results in the displacement, exclusion, and
undereducation of BIPOC students. Dominant narratives in the field of special education posit
the existence of self-contained educational settings as an educational imperative for “meeting the
needs of students with disabilities” rather than acknowledge it as a tool for educational
segregation. As Dis/Crit draws from Critical Race Theory, it provides the necessary framework
for listening to/for the counter-narratives of former students and educators’ experiences in these
environments. I think of counter-narratives not just as the words, images, and actions of the
participants in this study, but also in the spaces of silence; in the pauses, in the “I don’t knows”
or “I don’t remembers,” in the empty chairs in classrooms. The French philosopher Michel
Foucault (1965) suggests that an “archaeology of silence” reveals that the construction of
“madness” or of “the other” relies upon the silencing of those being labeled (xi). The work of
Dis/Crit is a call to be more than an armchair academic or a collector of data. Work that aligns
itself within Dis/Crit must be used as a form of “academic activism” to explicitly ‘talk back’ to
dominant narratives (Connor et al, 2106, p. 22).
For me, there is an irony (and a power) in the act of ‘talking back’ to a system that has
punished and excluded generations of students for acts of resistance, which could be considered
‘talking back’ to structures of oppression. In her essay “Talking Back,” bell hooks (1986)
describes the risks and necessities in talking back and wonders about the silences and the
silenced. Her parents spoke of needing to break her spirit, which calls to mind Bettina Love’s
use of the concept of ‘spirit murdering’ to describe “denial of inclusion, protection, safety,
nurturance, and acceptance because of fixed, yet fluid and moldable, structures of racism” in the
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context of school (Love, 2013). If we think about the work of self-contained environments as
tools to silence and exclude those that ‘talk back,’ then the work of Dis/Crit is to:
bear witness to the primacy of struggle in any situation of domination, to the strength and
power that emerges from sustained resistance, and the profound conviction that these
forces can be healing, can protect us from dehumanization and despair. (hooks, 1986,
126)
Part Four: Hidden Transcripts and Resistance
Understanding resistance and acts of resistance in the everyday is illuminated by
Domination and the Arts of Resistance by James Scott. Scott’s research in “hidden and public
transcripts” provides tools for understanding spaces in which people articulate their dissent.
Public transcripts are “open interactions between subordinates and those who dominate (Scott,
1970, p. 2). On the other hand, hidden transcripts are described by Scott (1970) as “discourse
that takes place ‘offstage,’ beyond direct observation by powerholders” (p. 4).
The question asked by Scott (1970) is “how can we estimate the impact of power
relations on action when the exercise of power is nearly constant?” (p. 25). This is of particular
importance when we consider that students are in a controlled environment for nearly every
moment of the school day. Students in a self-contained special education environment are more
surveilled than their general education peers. Teachers find themselves in the role of both
monitor and monitored. How can we understand the effects of this monitoring or the ways in
which this monitoring fires up acts of resistance? Scott (1970) explains that “we can only begin
to measure the influence of a teacher’s presence on a classroom of students once he or she leaves
the room” (p. 25). Scott’s examples of hidden transcripts range from slavery to prisoner of war
camps. He leaves open the possibilities of exploring hidden transcripts within the school setting
to other researchers.
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Perhaps the most cited author in the area of resistance in schooling is Paul Willis. His
classic, Learning to Labor, uses ethnography to examine the lives of working class “lads” who
resist schooling and provides a reference point for those who are hoping to understand
oppositional behavior as resistance instead of as troublemaking. Willis (1977) says:
This opposition involves an apparent inversion of the usual values held up by
authority. Diligence, deference, respect – these become things which can be read in quite
another way...This opposition is expressed mainly as a style. It is lived out on countless
small ways which are special to the school institution, instantly recognised by the
teachers, and almost ritualistic part of the daily fabric of life for the kids. (p. 12)
Willis uses a class analysis to explain the acts of resistance by the lads focus. The lads disrupt
classes with laughing, leave class to smoke, play pranks, and his Marxist approach helps readers
to understand the ways in which schooling works to reproduce class structures. Willis (1977)
concludes his work with thoughts about what teachers can do to disrupt the structures which
force cultural reproduction
rather than being scared into a moral panic about ‘disruption and violence in the
classroom’ (which has its own reproductive function with respect to conservative
ideology) teachers can place the counter-school culture in its proper social context and
consider its implications for its members own long term future… (p. 190)
In her work, “Resistance, Resilience, and Social Identities: Reframing ‘Problem Youth’
and the Problem of Schooling,” with young people in Sydney, Australia, Bottrell (2007) defines
the activities (skipping school, fighting, drinking, etc.) of marginalized youth in relation to
schooling as resistance. Interestingly, she also points to a linguistic shift that occurred in the
1980s from referring to students as “school resisters” – using Willis’ terminology to describing
those same students as “at-risk” (Bottrell, 2007, p. 598). To refer to a student as “at-risk” allows
for the system to identify and label risk factors which may determine a student’s success in
school. This is a dramatic shift as the system is able to point to outside factors for the student’s
school performance unlike when the student is choosing to resist against a system that is
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designed to uphold structures of inequity. Bottrell (2007) defines resistance as “practices which
express opposition to rules and norms in specific contexts, and which contain critiques of social
relations from the lived experience of marginalisation” (p. 599). In her work the students are
engaging in acts of resistance because of the “unchosen” identities to which they are
labelled. Bottrell (2007) states:
When individualised problems are associated with belonging to identifiable social
groups, labels of deficit may readily attach to this group themselves or assumptions about
the relative resources and deficits of groups may attach to individuals. Such processes
not only reinscribe marginalised individuals within patterns of relative failure but are
constitutive of further marginalization.” (p. 598)
Bottrell offers to teachers the idea that the students’ acts of resistance “are articulated as a
critique of curriculum, teachers, and processes...of school labelling” (p. 604). Bottrell adds to
the understanding of resistance the concept of resilience. She sees resilience as a “positive
adaptation despite adversity” (p. 611). Bottrell suggests that the students in her research
overcome adversity through resistance, demonstrating their ability to be resilient, not just
resistant.
Framing Dropouts by Michelle Fine helps to explore the lives of students, who may have
been viewed as resisters, after they leave school (through being pushed out or dropping
out). Fine (1991) suggests that the school system (its policies, procedures, curriculum,
structures, practices, etc.) is designed to continue to silence students of color and low-income
students and eventually push them out. This silencing can take many forms within the school
system, mostly by way of closing down students, but silence can also be used by students to
resist.
When test rules and correct answers are privileged over student beliefs and opinions,
when sarcasm reigns as pedagogy, students may resist through ‘insubordination’...
through vacant stares. (p. 38)
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Fine (1991) directs her readers to examine the conditions in which teachers must work that
“enable and sustain the rationalized practices of discharging and silencing” (p. 137).
resistance in special education
In her article, “Badder than ‘Just a Bunch of SPEDs’: Alternative Schooling and Student
Resistance to Special Education Rhetoric,” Becker (2010) examines the competing discourses
between two distinct student groups – “students who have problems and students who are
problems” (p. 60) at an alternative high school. She states:
Faculty and staff...regularly distinguished between students who had problems and fit the
program and students who were problems and didn’t belong. Though acquiescing to
teacher conceptions of them as “special needs” carried obvious benefits, being a SPED
came at such costs that...students resisted...They preferred to be bad rather than SPED.
(p. 61)
Becker (2010) uses the term resistance to define the ways in which “students demonstrate the
considerable ingenuity with which youth respond to negative constructions of themselves”
(p. 62). She situates her research alongside Willis and Fine though she does explicitly address
issues of class structure. She does, however, explore the effects on student identity and social
reproduction through examining school rhetoric around labeling.
In “Resistance Theories: Exploring the Politics of Oppositional Behavior,” Scot Danforth
(2000) states: “A student’s noncompliant behavior is not viewed as reflecting aspects of a
student’s individual psychology so much as enacting the social divisions and inequalities that are
prevalent and powerful in modern Western societies” (p. 15). The author proceeds to examine
the ways in which an understanding of resistance theories could shed light on student
behaviors. He addresses the current medical model approach of addressing behavioral issues
through psychological theories and asserts, “I do assume, however, that special educators dealing
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with behavior problems...can derive benefit from understanding resistance theories” (Danforth,
2000, p. 14). It is also important that he notes:
In describing student oppositional behavior as social and political...I do not intend to
nullify biophysical or psychological theories of behavior. No theory of human activity
should be viewed as total and inherent to social reality itself. All theories are attempts to
provide an explanatory landscape and vocabulary within which professionals may frame
problems and solutions in specific, lived instances. (p. 14)
There is a tension, as Becker explored and articulated, between students who are labelled with a
special education classification and those who present behavioral challenges, but have no
classification. This tension plays itself out in school policies, which can take a more forgiving or
understanding attitude towards special education students, whereas the other students may be
pushed out of school or disciplined or both.
Resistance theories provide a space to understand how the participants in this study
navigate and resist schooling structures and conventions. As you will read in the following
section, this human agency is essential in understanding the participants of this study not as
passive structural products, but as individuals who struggle, resist, and fight the inequities of
their educational setting. Educational scholars Solorzano and Bernal (2001) open the scope of
understanding resistance by categorizing resistance into four types in terms of their relation to
critiques of social oppression and motivation by social justice:
1. Reactionary behavior: this is not seen as a form of resistance, more as oppositional
behavior in reaction to something. There is no critique of oppression or motivation
for social justice in these behaviors.
2. Self-defeating resistance: Fine’s research on dropouts (referenced above) is an
example of the construct of self-defeating resistance. This type of resistance occurs
when the student (or other resistor) has a critique of oppression, but the act of
resistance is not transformational and may in fact hold the resistor in a cycle of
oppression.
3. Conformist resistance: These acts of resistance are motivated by a desire for social
justice but have no foundation in a critique of oppression.
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4. Transformational resistance: In order for an act of resistance to be considered
transformational, the resistor must have “an awareness and critique of [their]
oppressive conditions and structures of domination and must be at least somewhat
motivated by social justice.” (p. 319)
Something that I wonder about when thinking about these types of resistance in relation to the
experiences of the participants in this study is how to think about a later development of critique
and desire for social justice. A question that I am wondering, as I write this, is does it count as
transformational resistance if the learning and understanding comes later, after an opportunity or
period of reflection? I think this is important to consider as Adams and Meiners (2014) remind
us, “the targeted undereducation of particular populations is nothing new. The United States has
always tracked poor, non-white, non-able bodied, non-citizens, and/or those non-gender
conforming or non-heterosexual toward under-or uneducation” (p. 147). This under or
uneducation means that some acts of resistance may be characterized as “reactionary behavior”
as they may not have a critique at the moment, but later, after reflection and time to learn,
perhaps there was a critique and they just did not have the language to express it at the time. In
Chapter Five, you will hear the former student participant Rice talk about being moved out of his
elementary school classroom because he “reacted” to the stimulation of his classroom by
throwing pencils. As Rice thinks about his educational experiences, he was able to explain that
he felt better in a smaller classroom setting, with fewer kids, and yet when he graduated, he was
unprepared for college. Because Rice did not express what he needed from his teacher and
classroom in a way that was easily understood, he was removed so that the learning of the other
students would not be disrupted. What Rice learned was that he did not belong in a community
school because he could not behave.
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Part Five: Structure—Bourdieu and Sewell
If I had to choose the theorist who was least likely to be invited to this research it was
always going to be Bourdieu. From my earliest readings, I struggled with his deterministic ideas
about structure. However, it would be completely inauthentic for me to not acknowledge the
ways in which Bourdieu’s theories about capital and structure have influenced the ways in which
I experience self-contained educational settings and the ways in which I heard the experiences of
my participants. Perhaps my struggles with Bourdieu have more to do with seeing myself
reflected as a “pedagogical authority” who participates in the reproductive structure of schooling.
As a white cis-gendered middle-class female in a field that is 80% white and 76% female, I
cannot help but connect my habitus and accumulated capital as determining factors for my
becoming a teacher (U.S. Department of Education. Institute of Education Sciences, National
Center for Education Statistics, 2020). Later, you will read that I was surprised at the number of
educator participants in this study who remarked that they had never intended to become
educators. I will not completely spoil my analysis here (you must keep reading), but in this
space, I am prepared to wonder if some of what is layered into their statements is a resistance to
the reproductive structure of schooling.
This agentic act of verbal resistance and other expressions of resistance that the
participants in this study describe are where social historian William H. Sewell opens a pathway
to understanding the role of agency within structure. Sewell’s work addresses what he views as
the three weaknesses in the way that the term structure is used in the social sciences.
“cardinal weaknesses”
(according to Sewell)
Inflexible determinism
No room for change
Division between semiotic and materialist
vision
Table 1: Sewell’s Fixes

Sewell’s fixes
Room for agency
Possibility for change
Overcome the divide
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Seeing possibility in sociologist Anthony Gidden’s (1976) idea of “duality of structure” and
Bourdieu’s habitus, Sewell (1992) proposes a “more adequate theory [of structure] by means of
critique, reformulation, and elaboration” (p. 4). Of particular relevance to this study is Sewell’s
examination of resources and what he terms ‘schema’ (again building with Gidden’s concepts) as
part of the definition of structure. Differing from Gidden, Sewell argues that structures consist
of resources (both human and nonhuman) that are products of schemas and schemas that are
products of resources (Sewell explains that he uses the term schemas in place of Gidden’s word,
‘rules’). This “duality” of resources and schemas is how Sewell creates space for agency and the
possibility of change in his theory of structure. “In the world of human struggles and stratagems,
plenty of thoughts, perceptions, and actions consistent with the reproduction of existing social
patterns fail to occur, and inconsistent ones occur all the time” (Sewell, 1992, p. 15). In Chapter
Five, you will read an example of how the duality of structure plays out in the sensemaking of
former student participants, Jared and Chris. Both of these former students navigated the schema
(rules) of schooling in order to have choice (agency) about where they physically attend school,
which would determine their access to resources.
Part Six: In Between—Double Consciousness, Provisional Belonging, and Threshold People
If there ever was conceptual space in which I felt seen as an educator and as a person, it is
in concepts that address a space of “betwixt and between” (Turner, 1969, p. 95). In her final
check-in, educator participant Tamara stated, “like, we’re stuck. There’s no possible future.
Like, we’re just stuck in a space that we don’t know how to get out of. Yeah. Yeah. Yeah. So,
we can only do so much, but like, how and why are we, why are we still in this space?” It is the
definition of this “space” that is at the heart of the complexity of this research. The participants
defined and explained how they understand their experiences in self-contained environments
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with contradictory descriptions of feeling both connected and isolated or invisible and seen.
These contradictions expose feelings and ideas that words alone cannot adequately explain. The
intricacies of a structure that has created a between space in which experiences of simultaneous
freedom and enclosure by their exclusion were expressed (Foucault, 1961, p. 22). The language
of liminality provides a way to communicate experiences of between. Scholar, sociologist, and
writer W.E.B. Du Bois expresses the experience of this space as an awareness of a “double
consciousness”; scholar of critical and social psychology, Michelle Fine, uses the term
“provisional belonging” to describe the movement in and out of liminal border spaces and
anthropologist Victor Turner names the people in the space as “liminal personae or threshold
people.”
double consciousness
Du Bois (1903) defines double consciousness as “this sense of always looking at one’s
self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in
amused contempt and pity” (p. 13). Du Bois’ term provides a way to think about the awareness
of gaze in a liminal space. Gaze is an important factor when considering the experiences of
young people who learn in self-contained spaces because so much about their identities is
informed by the ways in which they feel seen, see others, and see themselves. There is a
constant navigation of gazes, both internal and external. For example, former student Jared,
expresses this sense of double consciousness when he says, “Like I really am emotionally
disturbed, like, this is what I am for real? That shit really had me think about myself in a certain
way.” His sense of himself is informed by the educational system viewing and labeling him as
“emotionally disturbed,” which has the effect of Jared thinking “about himself in a certain way.”
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This label meant that he had to attend a self-contained educational program and not a community
school, like his peers.
provisional belonging
In the introduction to Youth Held at the Border by Leigh Patel (2013), scholar Michelle
Fine writes, “precarity and provisional belonging are seductive American traditions; they circuit
through time and space promiscuously – native, African American, gay, children with
disabilities, poor, immigrant, Muslim. Belonging for these young Americans is always
provisional...” (p. X). Fine is writing of the experiences of the young immigrants in Patel’s book
as they navigate in and out of the “liminal space of ‘maybe legit.’ Blurring the borders of who
belongs” (p. x). The relevance of the concept of provisional belonging to this work is the
expression of movement. An important element of the former student experience within selfcontained educational environments is the sense of movement, both spatial and psychological.
Former student participant Ace, in his experience of being moved between a general
education setting and self-contained settings says, “I was mad. Like, I finally got out of here,
finally got a chance to go back to gen pop and I screwed up.” Ace talks about getting out of
“here,” which is a self-contained educational space to go back to “gen pop,” which is a general
education setting. “Gen pop” is also a carceral reference, in prison “gen pop” refers to the
general population. These are typically incarcerated people who are allowed to circulate
throughout the prison with only the standard restrictions of being imprisoned. In a prison
context, the alternatives to gen pop are different types of restrictive housing, including
disciplinary segregation, administrative segregation, and protective custody (Vera Institute,
2021). Ace’s sense of provisional belonging was that he went to “gen pop” and screwed up,
which meant that he no longer belonged in “gen pop” and had to return to a self-contained
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educational setting. He is expressing both a physical transition between spaces, but, also through
his use of “gen pop,” a psychological state of transition. He navigates this transition by
employing carceral language to make sense of the place that he is in and the place that he wants
to be.
threshold people
A threshold is the architectural space that marks the crossing through a doorway. In
literature, “crossing the threshold” is the first step of a hero’s journey out of their ordinary life
and into the unknown. Liminality is a term used to describe the threshold space – a space of
transition between states of being and becoming. Anthropologist Victor Turner uses the terms:
liminal entities, liminal personae, and threshold people to describe people that “are neither here
nor there; they are betwixt and between the positions assigned and arrayed by law, custom,
convention, and ceremonial...It is as though they are being re-duced or ground down to a uniform
condition to be fashioned anew and endowed with additional powers to enable them to cope with
their new station in life” (Turner, 1969, p.95). Turner is explaining threshold people as part of a
ritual process that was defined by ethnographer Arnold van Gennep (1909/1960) that includes:
separation, transition, and incorporation (p. vii). van Gennep’s ritual stages can be aligned with
the stages of being moved into a self-contained educational environment. In the chart below, van
Gennep’s ritual stages are in green and the special education process stages are in blue.
Underneath each stage is a description of van Gennep’s stage and a description of how his
process aligns with the special education process.
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Figure 1: Ritual Process/Special Education Process

Threshold people are the people who are in the liminal state. Students who are learning
in a self-contained educational space (transitional/liminal space) who desire to move to a less
restrictive setting must submit to the rituals of change (according to standard and/or
individualized measures of progress). Students who do not satisfy the rituals, either by choice or
circumstance, are subject to remain in the liminal space. Threshold people who do not transition,
according to Turner, become comitatus, or an unstructured or simply structured community that
submits to the authority of elders. When the former students talk about resisting and/or
submitting to elders within the comitatus of the liminal space of a self-contained educational
space, they talk about educators and other students. Former student Rabbit had a teacher who
called Rabbit’s mother in front of the entire class to report to her that he had not done his
homework. Rabbit’s response was, “it made me want to defy with every fiber of my being.”
Rabbit refused to participate in the rituals required of him in order to transition; in this instance,
homework and, therefore, Rabbit remained in the liminality of self-contained educational spaces.
While this dissertation is not a cultural study, the language of liminality and threshold people
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provides a way to understand the experiences of neither here nor there expressed by the
participants.

Figure 2: Hexagonal Thinking

The above hexagonal (plus a triangle and two circles) thinking diagram is a visual of how
I imagine all of the concepts and theories that I have laid out in this chapter fitting together.
Hexagonal thinking is a new tool to me and it was hugely helpful in visualizing the connections
between the different areas that informed this project. The first step in this activity is to take all
of the concepts that you are working with and write each one on its own hexagon. I used the list
of concepts and theories that I am drawing from. Then I spent time arranging them into different
configurations to best express the connections between the concepts. After I had them arranged,
with “threshold people” at the bottom and agency and structure perched above it at the top
corners, I did not care for how it looked and did not think it accurately captured the relationship I
was seeing in this project. So, I changed it to a triangle and added arrows, which I will explain
shortly. After fixing the positions for my shapes, I decided to use color as a way to relate the
terms to one another. I chose the primary colors to represent structure (red) and agency (blue) as
a visual way to denote the central theoretical concepts of this project. I wanted them to be
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primary so that “threshold people” could be a color that is created by blending the two primary
colors/concepts together. The brightly colored circles in the center of the red and blue areas
denote the nexus where each of the hexagons come together. The circles represent the
theoretical overlaps and intersections. Hexagonal thinking offers a flexible model that can
change shape as ideas evolve. The diagram above represents the most recent configuration of
my hexagonal thinking. After creating a configuration that represents your ideas, the next step in
a hexagonal thinking activity is to identify and explain the points of contact. The chart below
explains the points of contact and is organized by the number that corresponds with the numbers
on the arrows in the diagram above. Using hexagonal thinking as a method to visualize my
conceptual thinking provided me with a flexible tool to arrange and rearrange concepts as I saw
them shift during my analysis. Because of its fluidity as a model, it will also allow me to
continue to grow and shift my points of analysis as I continue this work in the future.
NUMBER CONNECTION
1
Structure and settler
colonialism
2
3

Settler colonialism and
construction of race and
disability
Agency and resistance

4

Resistance and DisCrit

5

Agency and DisCrit

6

Threshold people

Table 2: Hexagonal Thinking Connections Chart

KEY CONCEPTS
Settler colonialism should be understood as an
ongoing structure that continues to shape educational
pedagogies and policies; structures consist of
resources
Settler colonialism constructs hierarchy to determine
who deserves what resources (if any)
Resistance is a form of agency though not always
one that leads to liberation
DisCrit offers an opportunity for intersectional
resistance through the lens of dis/ability; DisCrit
names resistance in one of its seven tenets
Scholars in the field of DisCrit understand their work
as scholarly activism by privileging the voices of
people not traditionally heard or seen in research
Threshold people circulate in a space between
agency and structure
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Chapter Three:
Historical Structures and Contemporary Context
Introduction
The professional and educational experiences of the participants in this study span fortyfive years of educational policy shifts, reform efforts, research, and methods for working with
students with dis/abilities in New York City. This chapter is intended to push against the
“genesis amnesia” that typically exists with regard to discussions of special education practices
and policy as it relates to the segregation of certain students. Bourdieu (1990) notes that
“genesis amnesia” is used as a way for people to dismiss things as the way things have always
been (p. 18). We see this in the cycle of practices used to remove certain students from
community schools. As the generations of these policies and practices have developed into fixed
institutions, they also become naturalized and unquestioned. The participant experiences are
better understood within the historical and social context of how the educational system,
including the role and expectations of “the teacher,” in the United States was developed and is
maintained by the settler colonial strategies of segregation, divestment, surveillance,
criminalization, and medicalization (Tuck and Yang, 2012, p. 5). These strategies can be traced
through the development of schooling and punishing spaces and practices for young people who
have been structurally “othered” (Spivak, 1985). This chapter traces the historical and cultural
foundations of the development of special education as it is experienced today. The chapter has
five parts:
Part One:
Part Two:
Part Three:
Part Four:
Part Five:

Brief History of Classification and Institutionalization (Europe and the
United States)
History of Classification and Institutionalization in New York City
Federal Special Education Legislation
Special Education in New York City Today
Timeline of Local, State, and Federal Policy Shifts Related to the
Development of Self-Contained Environments
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Part One: Brief History of Classification and Institutionalization (Europe and the United States)
Early models of separate institutions for education were primarily designed for people
who were blind or deaf. According to Safford and Safford (1996), the idea of public instruction
for certain categories of children with disabilities was developed in 1760 by Abbe Charles
Michel de l’Eppe, who established the Institution Nationale des Sourds-Muets in Paris. This
public school and other institutions like it would establish the foundation for the idea that
students with disabilities needed to be segregated from their peers in order to receive an
education.
Children and young adults with mental health issues, behavioral issues, or children who
engaged in “criminal” behaviors (those who later will be labeled as emotionally disturbed) were
often thought not to be educable and therefore were sent to institutions to be ‘cured,’ reformed,
or simply locked away. Sometimes referred to as the father of humane psychiatry, Phillipe Pinel
(1745-1826) was an influential contributor to the scientific categorization and treatment of
psychiatric and/or psychological disabilities. While Pinel’s work will later come to be
thoroughly critiqued in philosopher Michel Foucault’s book Civilization and Madness, it should
be understood the profound impact his methods had upon the field of psychiatry and in the
treatment of mental health issues. In Pinel’s 1809 treatise, Nosographic Philosophique ou
Methode de L’analyse, he describes a classification system for diseases that cause insanity. It is
Pinel’s use of a classification system that Foucault likens to a “positivist zoology” in which Pinel
attempts to tame the animal within the man to reduce his madness. As part of this treatment is in
categorizing the type of madness that the patient displays: maniacal insanity or general delirium,
melancholia or selective delirium, dementia or abolition of thought, and idiocy or obliteration of
the intellectual and emotional faculties (Pinel, 2008, p. vi).
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Roughly a decade after Pinel published his work on classifications, the astronomer
Quetelet used his knowledge of the error curve to conceptualize “the average man.” To be
average was to be considered normal (regular). “To be average was to be consistent with what is
expected, what is orderly, what is acceptable.” The error curve was literally that, “whatever
human traits either of body or character diverging from the average represented an
error…desirable – above average – people were not viewed as errors” (Gallagher, 2010, 30-31).
The age of reason offered science as a way beyond religion (or in addition) to classify people.
In the United States, models of segregated schooling for people with dis/abilities started
with the opening of the first school for deaf Americans in Connecticut in 1817, called the
Connecticut Asylum for the Education and Instruction of Deaf and Dumb Persons (now known
as the American School for the Deaf). Wanting to provide an education for his deaf daughter,
Alice, Mason Cogswell and Thomas Gallaudet (for whom Gallaudet University is named)
decided to start a school to provide an education to deaf students. After the two men decided to
open the school, Gallaudet was sent to Europe to learn methods for teaching deaf students.
Europe would continue to influence U.S. policies as they related to the educational rights of
people with disabilities through its use of a classification system. An early law in England that
used the language of classifying children by disability is the 1899 Elementary Education
(Defective and Epileptic) Act. This law secured the right of education for “children by reason of
mental or physical defect are incapable of receiving proper benefit from the instruction in the
ordinary public elementary schools…” (Education in England, para 4). Under this law, in order
for children with disabilities to be eligible for an education, they must be examined by a doctor
and given a diagnosis. Later, the British would put into effect the Mental Deficiency Act of
1913. This act provided classifications, following Pinel’s model, which would determine an
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individual’s rights with regard to sterilization, institutionalization, and education, etc. The
classifications of “defectives” were:
(a) Idiots; that is to say, persons so deeply defective in mind from birth or from an early
age as to be unable to guard themselves against physical dangers.
(b) Imbeciles; that is to say, persons in whose case there exists from birth or from an
early age mental defectiveness not amounting to idiocy, yet so pronounced that they are
incapable of managing themselves or their affairs, or, in the case of children being taught
to do so.
(c) Feeble minded persons; that is to say, persons in whose case there exists from birth or
from an early age mental defectiveness not amounting to imbecility, yet so pronounced
that they require care, supervision, and control for their own protection, or for the
protection of others, or, in the case of children, that they by reason of such defectiveness
appear to be permanently incapable of receiving proper benefit from the instruction in
ordinary schools.
(d) Moral imbeciles; that is to say, persons who from an early age display some
permanent mental defect coupled with strong vicious, or criminal propensities, on which
punishment had little or no deterrent. (para 1)
Though it would take sixty-two years, this legislation would act as a model for current
educational policies for students with disabilities in the United States. Securing educational
rights were secondary to many people with dis/abilities as most were just trying to survive.
Practices such as institutionalization, lobotomies, and other “alternative treatments” were
common ways of “curing” or attempting to cure people with dis/abilities. Foucault (1977) helps
us to understand the way in which the idea of “normal” would shape education as
a principle of coercion in teaching with the introduction of a standardized education…
normalization becomes one of the great instruments of power…the power of
normalization imposes homogeneity; but it individualizes by making it possible to
measure gaps, to determine levels, to fix specialties and to render the differences useful
by fitting them one to another. (p. 184)
Part Two: History of Classification and Institutionalization in New York City
The mid-1800s to early 1900s in New York City was a time of booming growth and
development in population, geography, and economics. The construction of the Erie Canal,

32
waves of migrants and immigrants looking for work, and access to inexpensive raw materials
created the conditions for rapid urbanization.
In 1820, the population of New York City was 123,706 and by 1930 it had reached
6,930,446. “The chronicle of its paving roughly follows the progression of Manhattan’s
urbanization: up to Duane Street by 1818, to Canal Street by 1830, to Astor Place by 1837, and
gradually up to 59th Street by the time of the Civil War” (Sante, 1991, p. 9). July 4, 1827 marked
the emancipation of enslaved people in New York (an estimated 3,000 people were still enslaved
despite the gradual moves towards abolition that began in 1799), but other laws were quickly put
in place that continued to restrict the rights of Black residents, regardless of manumission.
According to the 1850 federal census, the free Black population of Manhattan was 13,515 people
and by 1930 the population had increased to 327,706 people. Though abolition occurred in
1827, many in New York City continued to benefit from the continued enslavement of people in
the South. Banking, insurance, shipping magnates, clothing manufacturers, printing companies,
and sugar refining were just some of the city’s industries that relied on the labor of enslaved
people to continue to grow their wealth.
Changes in the prices of raw goods created unstable economic conditions, which resulted
in a struggling working-class population. “These families always lived under the ever-present
threat that dissolution, illness, or death would make it impossible to pay the rent or put food on
the table…Evictions were common. At times, families found themselves with no choice but to
place their children in institutions while they worked to regain their financial footing” (Institute
for Children, Poverty & Homelessness, 2018, np). As Foner (2015) states, “Black men and
women found themselves confined to the lowest rungs of the economic ladder, working as
domestic servants and unskilled laborers” (p. 47).

33
While the poor and working classes struggled to stay alive, the middle and upper classes
developed their own culture. Victorian Era morality dictated many of the customs at the time,
which resulted in a wave of humanitarian efforts. Motivated by a number of forces including
religious fervor and settler colonial ethos, voluntary societies worked to “remove the social ill
associated with [urbanization], improve the quality of urban life, and restore order to an
increasingly chaotic society” (Mohl, 1970, p. 576). Voluntary societies, church societies and
associations were created to respond to a wide range of needs, from hunger to the promotion of
morality, motivated by Christian goodwill and also “the demand for social control of a rapidly
growing population and an ideology of moral stewardship” (Mohl, 1970, p. 576). Much of the
very small community of Black middle class consisted of men who founded schools, benevolent
groups or were clergy. As Foner (2015) describes, “the [B]lack elite constituted less a privileged
economic class than a self-proclaimed ‘aristocracy of character,’ eager to prove themselves and
their people entitled to all the rights of American citizens…promot[ing] a strategy of racial uplift
based on self-improvement, temperance, education, and mutual aid” (p 48). It has been
speculated that the urge for social order was driven by the fear held by the upper classes that
their way of life was going to be disrupted by the perceived unruliness of the so-called vicious or
dangerous classes (Gilfoyle, 2004).
By 1860, New York Protestants were able to participate in the work of eighty-seven
different voluntary associations (Singleton, 1975, p. 552). While some of these associations, like
Jane Addams Hull House, were democratic projects intended to empower and sustain the
community, others were groups that set out to “save” what was called the perishing class from
their immoral and sinful ways of living – this included children. Within the voluntary
associations movement, the idea that certain groups, specifically, poor white women and poor
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white children, who are considered to be victims of the circumstances of poverty, are seen as
deserving of help in the form of material assistance (clothing, food, etc.), but also of moral and
spiritual guidance.
the new york house of refuge for juvenile delinquents
In December of 1822, a group calling itself “The Society for the Reformation of Juvenile
Delinquents” (SRJD) released a public plea for funds in which they detailed their plans to open a
“House of Refuge” for the purpose of creating “an asylum from the miseries to which they have
been exposed and be subjected to a treatment at once adapted to the punishment of their crimes,
the correction of their habits. The reformation of their morals, and their preparation for honest
and useful service when again restored to society” (Society for the Reformation of Juvenile
Delinquents, 1823, np). Evoking the language of “morals” and “useful service” connects the
SRJD to the wave of voluntary associations who made decisions about which children deserved
an opportunity to be taken in by the House of Refuge and which youth deserved to continue to
stay on the streets or be jailed with adults.
Opened in 1825, the New York House of Refuge was the first juvenile detention facility
in the United States. “By 1890 nearly every state outside of the South had some type of reform
school for boys and often a separate institution for girls” (Sobie, 2010, p. 1063). In 1860, The
New York Times published an article entitled, “Our City Charities; The New-York House of
Refuge for Juvenile Delinquents.” The SRJD wanted to open the House of Refuge because
juveniles “when convicted of petty crimes, were confined with older and more hardened
criminals and when discharged from prison were found to be adepts in vice” (para 3).
Importantly, these were all white children. As Ward (2012) explains, “[t]he board of
managers was concerned about the ‘unprovided state of the delinquent coloured children’ and
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about black urban crime and delinquency stemming in part, it felt, from ‘the broad lines of
separation between the whites and the blacks being so strikingly drawn, as often to deprive the
latter of many employments which are open to whites” (p. 53). It would take a decade from the
initial opening of the New York House of Refuge to admit Black youths into a segregated section
of the facility. Until that time, Black youth or others that did not fit into the House of Refuge
structure would remain on the streets or in adult jail.
The House of Refuge identified and organized youth on a continuum based on a variety
of moral attributes, their ability to re-enter society with a trade, and whether or not the child was
thought to be a victim or perpetrator of circumstance. Mary Carpenter (1851), an influential
organizer in the nineteenth century movement for social reform in England defined the perishing
and dangerous classes as such:
…those who have not yet fallen into actual crime, but who are almost certain from their
ignorance, destitution, and the circumstances in which they are growing up, to do so, if a
helping hand be not extended to raise them; -these form the perishing classes: -and of
those who have already received the prison brand, or, if the mark has not been yet visibly
set upon them, are notoriously living by plunder, -who unblushingly acknowledge that
they can gain more for the support of themselves and their parents by stealing than by
working, -whose hand is against every man, for they know not that any man is their
brother; -these form the dangerous classes… (p. 2)
The five groups of House of Refuge youth (identified by the SJRD) were organized according to
their proximity to being considered dangerous or perishing. The chart below illustrates the
categories of youth from “dangerous” on the left to “perishing” on the right. I placed Black
youth in a separate box because they were not considered in the initial description of dangerous
and perishing classes and there is not enough data to support whether or not they were fully
integrated into all of the groups or if they were more or less likely to be placed in particular
groups.
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Homeless white boys
who have committed
crimes but who can
learn a trade and basic
academics.

Poor white boys who
when given access to
resources like clothing,
food, work, etc. will be
able to contribute to
society.

White boys who have
been left by their
parents and have had to
take care of themselves
and may be getting
taken advantage of by
someone.

“Dangerous”

White boys who have
been institutionalized
and have no skills to
care for themselves.

White girls who have
fallen victim to
someone and who want
to learn a skill and
regain their “virtue.”

“Perishing”
Black youth

Figure 3: Dangerous to Perishing Continuum

The House of Refuge was (and still is) a lauded institution in the annals of juvenile
justice literature because it removed youth from adult prisons and gave them a place to live,
work, and learn; but part of its regular practice was to treat the youth like prisoners. As
prisoners, young people were being taught to understand that basic human necessities (food,
human interaction, and safety) were things that were earned through compliance and not just
things that everyone deserves. In this way, the parallels between self-contained educational
settings are obvious in their reliance upon punitive measures that are meted out in an attempt to
force compliance. Students learn that human interaction, safety, and robust educational
opportunities are things that are not rights, but things to be earned. This highlights the
connections from settler colonialism to the labor and learned, the impact of the punishment
system on informing decisions about deserving. Already flush with racial, religious, and
gendered notions of how someone comes to deserve access to educational opportunities and
resources, the House of Refuge provided the school system with a model for how to train young
people to understand that beyond access to an education – basic life necessities could also be
treated as something that a person deserves based on compliance and not as a human right.
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When the SJRD first conceived of the House of Refuge they wrote about it as a place for
reformation. The founders believed that children could be saved from lives of sin and vice if
given the proper structure. A structure that included: basic education, a system of rules, and job
training. In examining the House of Refuge through the lens of settler colonialism and Dis/Crit,
it is clear to see the ways in which the House of Refuge provided a model of discipline and
punishment in which young people were trained to understand basic needs such as food, safety,
and education as things that were to be earned or deserved though compliance. This model
continues to persist in self-contained environments where we can see students being divided up
based on subjective criteria that determines which educational opportunities and resources they
deserve access to and those they have to “earn.” The parallels between the experiences of
educational segregation because of behavior and labels of students in self-contained settings and
the House of Refuge are numerous. Beginning with the ways in which the purpose of the House
of Refuge is to work with boys [or girls considered to have developed pernicious habits] “who
become subject to the notice of our police...” who need corrective treatment in order to be
reformed. This reformation believed to be a “scientific social reform” effort was aimed at
subverting the formation of an “underclass” of poor and disordered people. One aspect of the
reform was to move those “dangerous classes” into separate facilities for treatment. Several of
the former students in this study identify that they were segregated from their peers in
community schools because they were perceived as disruptive and/or dangerous. This idea is
reinforced by the level of policing they encounter in trying to enter their school buildings for
school. It is presumed that if the students comply with the surveillance and rules of the school
and meet the goals set in their IEPs that they will have earned the right to attend another school.
At the House of Refuge, a system of classifications was used to divide, reward, and punish
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students based on their behaviors. We can see this system of classification at work when we
think about the experiences of the former students in this study. Within this current system of
educational segregation, it should be understood that educational deservingness is measured out
in degrees. Students who comply are offered/rewarded with opportunities to move into less
restrictive environments and access to educational resources like college counseling, AP courses,
or less policing/surveillance.
The New York House of Refuge would become a model for juvenile detention facilities
across the United States. As the nineteenth century progressed, Houses of Refuge would turn
into reform, training or industrial schools. According to the Center on Juvenile and Criminal
Justice (2014), as a result of the public schools movement and compulsory schooling, pressure
was placed on Houses of Refuge to be turned into institutions that provided education.
Compulsory attendance laws were first enacted in New York in 1874. Ravitch (2000) explains a
shift in the way that school needed to be conceptualized:
…the enforcement of the compulsory attendance law corralled into the school a new kind
of pupil, a child who in previous years was a vagrant or a worker. This realization of the
democratic ideal of universal education meant that schools had to create programs for
those children who had neither the interest nor the ability to take part in a formal
academic curriculum.” (p. 168)
The New York House of Refuge was open from 1825 until 19351. As state training schools
began to open, male inmates under the age of sixteen were sent to the State Training School for
Boys at Wiltwyck and female inmates between the ages of twelve and sixteen were sent to the
New York Training School for Girls. In 1933, Ella Fitzgerald, aged fifteen, was committed to
the training school for the offense of being “ungovernable and will not obey the just and lawful
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In 1869, because of overcrowded conditions the Commissioners of Public Charities and Correction purchased a packet ship
called the “Mercury”. Intended to serve as a nautical training school the program never really was deemed successful. Several
times boys commandeered smaller boats associated with the Mercury and escaped.
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command of her mother and judged delinquent” (Immarigeon, 2014, np). In an article about
Fitzgerald’s incarceration, it was revealed that Black girls were kept segregated from the rest of
the inmates including being excluded from opportunities like singing in the choir (Bernstein,
1996, p. 4).
new york city public schools
Continuing into the twentieth century, New York City attempted model after model to
segregate disruptive students (industrial schools, state training schools, truancy schools, etc.). In
May of 1946, the Board of Education established separate schools, called ‘600’ schools to:
educate emotionally disturbed and socially maladjusted children who are recommended
for special programs because they are unable to profit from instruction in a normal school
setting, where they make it extremely difficult for other children to receive unimpeded
instruction and where they present a hazard to their own safety and welfare as well to
other pupils. (New York City Board of Education Committee on the ‘600’ Schools, 1965,
p. 10)
The complex narrative that is offered by the creation and implementation of the ‘600’ schools
establishes an educational institutional (NYC Board of Education) discourse around the
identification and needs of students who were considered disruptive to the workings of
community schools, namely Black and Brown boys. In evoking the language of “profit” we can
link the idea that schooling is to be seen as an investment – and that these students, because of
their behavior, are not deserving of instruction in a “normal school.” The use of the word
“normal” in this description is also troubling as it denotes that students who are moved out of
these schools are abnormal, a term of measurement rooted in deeply racist ideas (DudleyMarling, 2010). Lastly, in the description of the purpose of the ‘600’ schools we can see that
students are being removed so as not to impede the instruction of their peers. This is a place to
ask the question that I return to repeatedly in this dissertation – who benefits from the removal of
these students? An important argument in the ‘600’ school narrative is that removing these
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students made educating all of the other students more effective because teachers would be able
to focus on teaching and not disciplining. There was also a budgetary argument to the creation
of these schools – they were cheaper to maintain than were the industrial schools. In his
interview about his experiences teaching in a ‘600’ school, Spike recounts that when he was
hired, he was told that “if you can keep the kids in their seats, you’re doing a great job. It’s a
tough job, but if you have a good heart, you should be fine. A little muscle and a good heart.”
He later remembers sitting in his car and crying before having to enter the school building
because it “was brutal, absolutely brutal.” There seems to be no official reason these schools
were designated with the number 600; according to lore, they were called ‘600’ schools because
teachers were paid an extra $600 per year for hazardous pay to teach there (Anonymous, 1992,
A20).
According to the NYC Board of Education Committee on the ‘600’ Schools (1965), there
were three primary programmatic goals: (1) they intended to provide a more therapeutic
environment than a traditional school with the idea that the development of interpersonal
relationships would lead students to “wholesome and personal social adjustment” (p. 10). (2)
The educational program was designed to give students access to educational opportunities that
would lead to either a job or more schooling. The final goal of the ‘600’ schools program was to
guide and motivate the child, through self-knowledge and self-realization, to modify his
behavior, to provide him with the help needed to compensate for the inadequacies of his
environment, and to broaden his educational and social horizons. (p. 10)
In order to achieve these goals, the ‘600’ school system was organized into different programs to
meet the needs of different students: day schools, institutional schools, treatment centers, remand
centers, and hospital schools. Essentially, after the student was initially segregated from their
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community school, they were further segregated based on the severity of the behaviors that the
student displayed. In the day school system, students were also segregated by gender.
There were criteria for being admitted into a ‘600’ school. Boys had to be in grades 5-12
and girls in grades 7-12. The student’s intelligence level had to be measured above what was
necessary for inclusion in programs for children with cognitive dis/abilities. There had to be a
history of disruptive and aggressive behavior, a history of truancy (but this could not be the
stand-alone reason for referral), and evidence that the student was unresponsive to the
intervention efforts of the community school. In addition to the above criteria, students who
were considered “vulnerables, truants, and the easily-led” were eligible for ‘600’ school
placement (p. 19).
In the criteria described above we can see similarities with the ways in which the young
people sent to the House of Refuge were identified. Youth who committed crimes, were
homeless or poor, or delinquent females were identified as those who should be committed to the
House of Refuge. The ‘600’ schools took students considered to be disruptive, aggressive,
incorrigible, or vulnerable.
Students in the day school are described as, “of the acting-out type whose primary
behavior disorder manifests itself in repeated disruptive and aggressive behavior, extensive in
scope and serious in nature” (p. 11). The institutional schools are residential settings for students
who “have been adjudged delinquent or severely emotionally disturbed” and also a small group
of kids who were removed from their homes, who were considered disorganized and destructive.
There were ten institutional schools, some were faith-based and others were run by other city
agencies. The treatment centers were annexed to either the institutional schools or the day
schools. Vague in their description, the committee describes the centers as “meeting the
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educational needs of these children through the use of techniques which fall within the clinical
design” (p. 13). There is no description of the behaviors or types of students that are directed to
treatment centers. Remand centers were schools that served as temporary placement for students
that were assigned there by the courts while they were awaiting the outcome of a legal decision.
Lastly, the ‘600’ schools were responsible for two psychiatric hospital schools for children to be
evaluated for psychiatric and psychological conditions. In 1966, the ‘600’ schools were
reorganized into Special Day Schools for Socially Maladjusted and Emotionally Disturbed
Children (SMED schools).
June 11, 1975 a lawsuit was pursued initially on behalf of seven Black and Latinx
students who were assigned to “special day schools” within the New York City public school
system. The plaintiffs claimed that the
special day school system operat[ed] as an institutionalized method to perpetuate a
system of education in New York City, whereby Black and Hispanic children are isolated
into a racially segregated school system which does not provide them with a ‘special’
education. (Lora v. Board of Education, 1978)
The lawsuit claimed that students’ rights under the Fourth, Eighth, Thirteenth, and Fourteenth
Amendments to the Constitution and Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 were being
violated. The discovery phase (when evidence is collected) lasted until January of 1977 during
which time there were “49 witnesses, approximately 3900 pages of transcript and over 230
groups of documents admitted into evidence; final briefs consisted of over 600 pages” (Lora v.
Board of Education, 1978). The class action suit claimed that the rights of all “minority students
who have been assigned to the special day schools” according to the Educational for All
Handicapped Children Act and the Rehabilitation Act of 1975 were being violated. The
presiding judge on the case, Judge Jack B. Weinstein visited four of the fifteen SMED schools
during the trial. A New York Times article from his visit quotes the student Lucille Granton,
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“The teachers here are all right, but I wish I wasn’t in this school…We don’t have any facilities
here. No books. A small cafeteria. I just want to get out of here” (Williams, 1977, p. 27). In
the judge’s findings, he stated:
Laid bare by the dispute is one of the most excruciating issues of our democratic society.
Almost every American agrees that the ringing words of the Declaration of
Independence, “all men are created equal,” mean at least each person shall have an equal
opportunity to develop and exercise his God-given talents. But many children born into
deprived social, economic and psychological backgrounds lack the equality of real
opportunity they would have had were their familial circumstances more fortunate.
Unfavorable environment in such cases overwhelms favorable genes. To afford equality
of opportunity so far as we can, we depend primarily on education. The free public
system of education is the great equalizer, conceived to allow those born into the lowliest
status the opportunity of rising as far as their potential talents, drive and luck will take
them. But the system is and perhaps by its nature must be inadequate to lift fully the
burden of poverty, of discrimination and of ignorance that so many of our children carry.
(Lora v. Board of Education of the City of New York, 1978)
The Board of Education would use the years that it took Lora v. Board of Education to
make its way through the court proceedings to make changes in the system, including the closure
of a number of poorly run programs. In 1979, the Special Education Bureau was reorganized
into the Division of Special Education and the “District 75-Field Service Unit and SMED
(Schools for Socially Maladjusted Emotionally Disturbed)” were under its auspices.
Part Three: Federal Special Education Laws
Compulsory education laws enacted state-by-state starting in the mid-1600s to 1918 were
not enough to secure the right to an education for all students (Katz, 1976). As Yell, Rogers and
Rogers (1998) detail, the legal victories toward inclusion of students with dis/abilities in the
public education system would not have been possible without the landmark case Brown v.
Board of Education. The connection between Brown and the creation of special education is
complicated by the fact that special education has allowed for a mechanism to ensure the
continued segregation of schools (Connor & Ferri, 2019). The Elementary and Secondary
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Schools Act (ESEA) of 1965 (PL89-313) was the first law to explicitly list categories of students
to whom an education must be offered: “mentally retarded, hard of hearing, deaf, speech
impaired, visually impaired, seriously emotionally disturbed2, crippled, or other health impaired”
(p. 1162). ESEA only provided the language for special education, but none of the funds.
Legal challenges for and against the inclusion of students with dis/abilities in school are a
significant part of the history of the public education system. Self-contained educational settings
have been a legal part of the special education “continuum of services” as outlined in federal
educational legislation since the passage of the Education for All Handicapped Children Act
(PL94-142), which was signed in 1975. This celebrated landmark law opened access and
funding for a “free and appropriate” education for students with dis/abilities for the first time in
the history of public schooling in the United States. The categories of disability remained the
same with two exceptions: the word “crippled” was replaced by “orthopedically impaired” and
the category of “specific learning disability” was added.
In 1990, PL94-142 was renamed the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).
Much of IDEA and the reauthorized 2004 version, Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
Improvement Act (IDEAIA), retains the original spirit of PL94-142. IDEAIA identifies thirteen
disability classifications: autism, deaf-blindness, deafness, emotional disturbance, hearing
impairment, intellectual disability, multiple disabilities, orthopedic impairment, other health
impairment, specific learning disability, speech or language impairment, traumatic brain injury,

2

Bower defined ‘emotionally handicapped’ (ED or EBD) students as those exhibiting to a marked extent and over a period of
time one or more of the five characteristics:
1. An inability to learn that cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, or health factors
2. An inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships with peers and teachers
3. Inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under normal conditions
4. A general, pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression
5. A tendency to develop physical symptoms, pains, or fears associated with personal or school problems. (Kaufman,
2013, p. 30)
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and visual impairment (including blindness) (U.S. Congress, 2004, p. 118). IDEAIA acts as a
guide and a funding tool for states to develop their own special education policies. Policies are
to be shaped around the six guiding principles of the law:
Principle
Individualized Education Plan

Requirement
Plan of individual services and measurable goals aligned
to student’s progress through the general education or
alternative assessment curriculum
Appropriate Evaluation
Evaluations must be consented to by parents/caregivers;
based on multiple measurements specific to area of
concern; administered by a trained professional within 60
days of the consent for evaluation
Free Appropriate Public Education Education at no cost to families
Least Restrictive Environment
“To the maximum extent appropriate” children with
disabilities are educated alongside their typically
developing peers; placements outside of the general
education classroom must be justified by the child’s
individual disability-related need
Procedural Safeguards
Access to notices of meetings, changes in placement,
educational records, mediator, translator, and due process
Parent/Caregiver-Student
Meaningful involvement of student and parent/caregiver
Participation
Table 3: IDEA Principles

The enactment of special education legislation led to what Slee (2011) describes as “an
uneasy alliance between the radical compromise of parents of disabled children demanding some
form of education for their rejected children, eugenics imperatives and dominant expert
psychological and medical knowledge about disabled children” (p. 12). While special education
legislation mandated and provided for the funding of education for students with dis/abilities, it
also solidified the use of the medical model as the approach to segregate children by identifying,
assessing, labeling, and educating students to their dis/ability related needs. As Langtree (2014)
explains:
the medical model is presented as viewing disability as a problem of the person, directly
caused by disease, trauma, or other health condition…In the medical model, management
of the disability is aimed at a ‘cure,’ or the individual’s adjustment and behavioral change
that would lead to an ‘almost cure’ or effective cure. (para 2)
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The creation of special education through federal legislation in many ways cemented the
segregation of students with dis/abilities from being educated alongside their non-dis/abled
peers. Because of the legislation’s links to the medical model, the special education system
guaranteed that students of color were bound to be disproportionately identified as dis/abled and
needing to be segregated, officially not because of color but because of learning differences.
This is because identifying and referring students for special education relies on either testing, in
which whiteness is the standard against which students are measured or on purely subjective
observations of a student’s behavior. As Blanchett (2006) points out, “For many African
American and some poor students, special education has become a form of segregation from the
mainstream…as a result some scholars have referred to special education as a new legalized
form of structural segregation and racism” (p. 3). Ferri & Connor (2004) raise the question of
the role that special education has served to maintain racially segregated educational spaces
while at the same time being “seen as benevolently serving disabled students…while difference
seems to be incorporated, it is often contained” (p. 58).
Part Four: Present Day New York City
One third of the nearly 200,000 students with Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) in
New York City attend school in a “special class” separate from their general education peers.
According to Fanscali and Farley (2021), “there are substantial differences in placement
associated with students’ background characteristics, neighborhood and disability type” (np).
New York City (NYC) follows national trends in disability classifications that correlate disability
identification and classification with race, gender, and socio-economic status (NCES, 2020).
Nationally, boys are more likely than girls3 to be identified with an education disability; in NYC,

3

Data collection on these statistics only allows for a binary gender categorization.
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boys outnumber girls at a ratio of 2:1 and are more likely to be labeled with autism, emotional
disturbance or other health impairments (this category includes ADHD). Fanscali and Farley
(2021) also noted that
our analyses found that students who live in low-income neighborhoods have slightly
lower rates of autism, but slightly higher rates of learning disabilities, emotional
disturbance and speech or language impairments, compared with students who live in
wealthier parts of the city. (np)
This is an important finding as they also document that students who are learning in inclusive,
less restrictive classroom settings are more likely to come from higher-income neighborhoods.
This means that self-contained settings are organized and maintained by the identification of
disabilities in students whose identities intersect at: race, class, and gender. If you are poor,
Black and male, you are more likely to be sent to a self-contained learning environment than if
you are wealthy, white and female.
The New York City Department of Education defines “special class” as the location in
which “services are provided in a self-contained classroom. All of the children in the class have
IEPs with needs that cannot be met in a general education classroom. They are taught by special
education teachers who provide specialized instruction” (New York City Department of
Education, 2021). Placement decisions for each student are supposed to be made after the
student’s IEP team has identified measurable goals and services to help the student participate in
the general education or alternate assessment curriculum. The IEP team for an annual review (a
once-a-year meeting to update goals and services) typically includes teachers, parents/caregiver,
a parent member4 (if requested), related service providers, a district representative, and the
student. If the meeting is for an initial IEP (the first one ever) or a re-evaluation (happens every
three years or when there is a change of service), a school psychologist, social worker, physician

4

A parent member is a trained parent of a student with a disability who attends the meeting as an advocate/peer support.
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or other stakeholders also attend. According to the New York City Department of Education,
“there must be a clear justification anytime a student is removed from the general education
setting” (New York City Department of Education, 2021). Below is a graphic interpretation of
the current New York City Public School system continuum:

Figure 4: NYC DoE Special Education Continuum

All of the former students in this study narrate their movement through the continuum from least
restrictive general education schools/classrooms to more and more restrictive settings. As you
will read/see/hear later, Ace was moved back and forth between settings; Sage and Kim were in
the least restrictive setting until high school and then moved to day treatment/hospital settings
and then to District 75; Chris, Jared, Rice, and Carlos were moved in early elementary from
general education to District 75; Rabbit was moved from general education directly to residential
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placement and then to District 75; and Logan was in general education until high school and
moved directly to District 75 by choice.
Part Five: Timeline of Local, State, and Federal Policy Shifts Related to the Development of
Self-Contained Environments
This timeline begins in 1954 with the Brown v. Board of Education decision. As I am
arguing that self-contained educational spaces are tools for maintaining segregation, it is
necessary to begin the timeline at the time that the national move towards desegregation begins.
By no means is this a complete timeline – there are countless court cases, laws, and policies that
are not included. The purpose of this timeline is to demonstrate the ways in which policies
regarding race, policing/juvenile justice, disability (including mental health), and education
intersect to create the conditions that the participants narrate as they experience self-contained
environments.
YEAR NYC
1954
1962

NYS

Brown v. Board of Ed
Family Court replaces
Childrens’ Court

1963
1964

1965
1966

1968

FEDERAL

February 3, 1964 “Freedom
Day” student boycott to protest
segregation

State takes
over control
of NYC
Board of
Education

Community Mental
Health Services Act
Civil Rights Act; “War
on Poverty”

Moynihan Report
‘600’ schools renamed “Special
Education Day Schools for
Socially Maladjusted and
Emotionally Disturbed
Children” (AKA
“SMED Schools”)
Fight for Community control:
Ocean Hill-Brownsville

The Juvenile
Delinquency
Prevention and Control
Act

EDUCATOR
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1969

1971

State
Legislature
divides NYC
into 32
school
districts
Riley Reid et al. v. Board of
Education of the City of New
York

1972
1973

Rockefeller
Drug Laws

1974
1975

Bureau for Educationally and
Emotionally Handicapped; Lora
v. Board of Education complaint
filed

Willowbrook
Consent
Decree

1976
1978

1979

1984
1986

Pennsylvania
Association for
Retarded Citizens
(PARC) v.
Commonwealth
Mills v. Board of
Education of District of
Columbia
Section 504 of the
Rehabilitation Act
Juvenile Justice and
Delinquency
Prevention Act
94-142 Education for
All Handicapped
Children
94-142 amended to
children under age 3

Lora v. Board of Education
findings;
NYC Department of Juvenile
Justice created
Division of SpEd and District 75
Field Service Unit and Schools
for Socially Maladjusted and
Emotionally Disturbed; Jose P
consent decree issued
District 75 Citywide Programs

Juvenile
Offender Act

Handicapped
Children’s Protection
Act; Anti-Drug Abuse
Act

1987
1990

1994

Spike begins
teaching

Lydia begins
working in
schools
Emma begins
teaching

101-476 adds traumatic
brain injury and autism
to disability categories;
Americans with
Disabilities Act of
1990
Violent Crime Control
and Law Enforcement
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1997
1998
2000

Act; Gun Free Schools
Act
94-142 becomes IDEA
Board of Education transfers
school safety to NYPD
NYC Teaching Fellows
launches to meet “teacher
shortage”

Regents
Teaching
Policy
NYSED
mandates
phase out of
uncertified
teachers by
2003

2001
2002

2003

No Child Left Behind
Act
NYC Board of Education
renamed Department of
Education of the City of New
York; Bloomberg gets mayoral
control – replaces elected board
of education with appointed
Panel for Educational Policy
(PEP); appoints chancellor (Joel
Klein); ends “social promotion”;
two phased reform “Children
First”
Reorganization of DoE into 10
“instructional divisions”;
Students get ranked choice for
high school

2004

2006

State
Legislature
grants
Bloomberg
mayoral
control

Terry enters
NYCTF
IDEA amended to add
early intervention;
$ to gen ed for
disproportionate rep

Klein starts quality reviews and
school report cards

2007

TP, Emily, and
Billy enter the
NYCTF
Anna begins
working in
SCE

2008
2009
2010

Victor begins
teaching

Teacher hiring freeze; class size
increases
Klein resigns; 3 months of
Cathy Black; Dennis Walcott;
teacher data reports released;
Shared Pathways to Success
Reform begins; Student Safety
Act

Rosa’s Law; Common
Core State Standards
Initiative
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2011

Special Education Student
Information System (SESIS)
launched

Budget cuts

The Great Recession

2012
2013

Wendy enters
NYCTF
Alma enters
NYCTF

New teacher rating system
attached to student growth;
charters expand and invited to
co-locate

2014
2015

Equity and Excellence for All
Agenda

2016

2019

Every Student
Succeeds Act
Race to the Top

Tamara begins
teaching
Mark begins
working in
SCE
Michael enters
NYCTF; Greta
begins working
in SCE

Memorandum of Understanding
between NYPD and NYCDoE
regarding the role of school
safety

Table 4: Timeline of Local, State, and Federal Policy Shifts Related to the Development of Self-Contained Environments
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Chapter Four:
Research Design and Method
Part One: Setting
This research is about participant experiences of self-contained educational spaces and
places, but it is not about any one specific physical location. The self-contained environment
experiences described by the participants took place in school buildings across New York City.
The New York City Department of Education describes special education as “…not a class or a
place. Rather, it describes a wide range of services that can be provided in a variety of school
settings” (New York City Department of Education, 2021). Special class services, as described
in Chapter 3, take place in self-contained locations separate from general education classrooms.
To preserve the anonymity of the educator participants in this study, I did not ask, nor did they
provide me with the specific locations of their professional experiences in self-contained
environments. All of the educator participants have experience working in self-contained
environments with high school aged (14-21) students working toward standardized criteria for
high school graduation.
All of the former students identified that they attended District 75 schools and/or
programs at some point during the course of their K-12 education. If you recall from the
discussion and chart of the continuum of services from Chapter 3, District 75 is a nongeographical self-contained district that has programs and schools throughout the city. District
75 operates separately from the 32 other districts that make up the New York City Public School
system. The former students reported experiences with District 75 in co-located buildings, selfcontained buildings (where all of the students have IEPs), general education classrooms,
agencies, hospitals, and home instruction. To preserve the anonymity of these participants, I will
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not identify the specific schools and programs that they attended; I have given all programs and
schools that are described pseudonyms.
Part Two: Participants
the educators
Fourteen educators representing a range of occupational experiences within selfcontained settings (classroom teacher, paraprofessional, educational assistant, out of classroom
position, counselor, or administrator working within self-contained settings) participated in this
study. The educators were recruited for this study through social media posts and word of
mouth. The distinct identities of the students who populate segregated non-inclusive, selfcontained schools and classrooms is echoed in the workforce that supports them. In much of the
same way that the voices, thoughts, and desires of this group of students are not included in the
literature, the same can be said about the workforce that maintains these spaces. To provide an
overall sense of this group of teachers, Billingsley et al (2006) completed a national study in
which 859 teachers of students labeled as emotionally disturbed were compared with 3,687 other
special education teachers. The distinct profile of the teachers of students labeled with the
educational dis/ability classification of emotional and behavioral disorders is described as
…disproportionately male, were more diverse, and had significantly fewer years of
teaching experience than other special educators. A smaller percentage of teachers in the
EBD group was certified and a greater percentage entered through alternative programs
than other special educators. Only a small percentage of respondents teaching in grades
6-12 holds certification in the core academic areas…respondents felt least prepared to
meet the needs of students from culturally and linguistically different backgrounds and to
use technology in instruction. (p. 252)
This description captures the way in which the position of the teachers of this group of students
mirrors the social location of the students within the ecosystem of schooling. Teachers who
work with students labeled with the educational dis/ability classification of emotional
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disturbance are considered, by the literature, to be undereducated in comparison to their peers
who work in other educational capacities within special education, in the same way that students
who are labeled and placed in self-contained environments are considered to be “at-risk” (or
intentionally undereducated). Both groups are labeled and marginalized by the structure of the
educational space that they inhabit. The purpose of this research is not to give voice to both
groups of people – they have voices, for which many of them have been penalized for expressing
as students and educators. The purpose of this research is to create a space in the literature for
these two groups to tell their experiences on their own terms and to consider how their narratives
reveal the structures of educational containment that have been produced by the discourses of
deservingness and special education. The educators each selected their own pseudonyms, selfdescribed their race and/or ethnicities, ages, and genders.
Name

5

Age Race
and/or
Ethnicity
Michael 31
White/
Hispanic
Alma
30
Latino/
Hispanic
Wendy 34
White

Gender Years Positions Held
in
SCE*
male
4
Teacher

Billy H

42

TP

42

female

8

Teacher; dean

female

9

Black

female

12

African
American

female

7

Teacher; IEP
coordinator; unit
coordinator
Teacher; IEP
coordinator; unit
coordinator
Teacher;
assistant
principal;
director of
special
education

Certification Before
working in
SCE*
5
Alternate
Grad
school
Alternate
Undergrad/
retail
Alternate
Law school
Alternate

Corporate

Alternate

ACS
worker

All of the participants in this study identified the New York City Teaching Fellows (NYCTF) as their alternate pathway to
teacher certification. NYCTF is a subsidized teacher training program in which “Fellows” teach full-time and work towards
teacher certification and a Master’s degree. According to https://nycteachingfellows.org/overview, 22% of all special education
teachers in NYC are Teaching Fellows (including the author of this study).
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Terry

41

White

male

17

Alternate

6

Teacher;
assistant
principal; coach
Teacher; after
school director;
assistant
principal
Assistant
teacher; teacher;
bus coordinator
School support
staff; school
counselor
Teacher

Victor

58

Black
Latino

male

19

Spike

68

Caucasian

male

45

Mark

40

Puerto
Rican

male

5

Tamara

34

Emma

57

Black
female
Dominican
Jewish
female

Lydia

58

Greta

43

African
American
Caucasian

Anna

36

White /
Ashkenazi

3

Teacher

Traditional

female

34

Paraprofessional

Traditional

female

4

School social
worker

Traditional

female

12

SubTraditional
paraprofessional;
paraprofessional;
teacher
* SCE = Self-Contained Environment

Table 5: Educator Participant Demographic Chart

Traditional

Teacher at
Private
school
Lawyer

Traditional

Farmer

Traditional

Substance
use worker

Traditional

Charter
school
General
education
middle
school
Corporate
Hospitalbased
adolescent
day
treatment
program
Retail

the former students
For the past fourteen years, I have worked in many different roles within a New York
City public school program that is operated in four sites in Manhattan. Teaching in a small
community can sometimes create long-lasting connections and I remain in touch with an
extensive network of former students. Since their leaving school (either via graduation or for
another reason), I have followed the lives of these former students and watched as many of them
have defied the odds with respect to the anticipated life outcomes for students labeled with an
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educational dis/ability related to behavior and who attended a self-contained and segregated
educational program. As Gage (2013) describes, “[s]tudents receiving special education services
for Emotional Disturbance (ED) present many challenges to educators and have among the worst
short and long-term outcomes among students with high incidence disabilities, including poor
academic achievement, high suspension and drop-out rates, and increased risk for arrest” (p. 1).
While not all the former students I remain in touch with were labeled with the educational
dis/ability label of “emotional disturbance” (in fact, most of the participants could not recall the
classification on their IEPs), the majority of the former students in this study can be described as
having struggled with behavioral, mental health, or learning differences. Collectively, this group
speaks to the complicated identities of students labeled in ways that prevented them from
participating in community school experiences. Like the educators, the former students selected
their pseudonyms and self-described their race and/or ethnicity and gender.
NAME

AGE RACE/ETHNICITY GENDER

Ace

27

African American

male

Carlos

27

Black/Latino

male

Rabbit

27

male

Logan
Chris

19
18

Puerto
Rican/Hispanic
White/Black
Black

Kim
Sage

31
18

Blackity Black
Caucasian

Rice
Jared

27
22

African American
Latino/Hispanic

female
Work/college
binary
College
female
male
2
College
male
K
College
* SCE = Self-Contained Environment

Table 6: Former Student Participant Demographic Chart

male
male

GRADE
ENTERED
SCE*
Early
elementary
Early
elementary
3
9
Early
elementary
10
10

Immediately
after leaving
high school
College
Work
Focused on
music
College
College
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Part Three: Data Collection
For this narrative inquiry, I conducted, via Zoom, a series of three one-on-one data
collection sessions with each participant and a final sense-making and update session. The
sessions were audio and video recorded and transcribed. In addition to the session topics listed
below, I found it was important to begin each session with some time dedicated to just catching
up as the constantly changing landscape of Covid-19 was weighing heavily on the minds of most
people. When I began data collection, the New York City Public schools had been physically
shut down for three months. The educators all had to adapt to entirely new ways of teaching and
connecting with students while caring for their own family members at the same time. The
former students had their college experiences interrupted, lost jobs, moved homes, took care of
sick loved ones, and helped their own children through “remote school.” During one interview
with Kim, we had to whisper because her daughter was in the next room participating in class.
The first sessions for both the educators and the former students began with a review of the
consent form. Each of the participants had received a copy of the form to review ahead of time.
We reviewed the form together and each participant confirmed that s/he understood and agreed
to consent to the research. They then “signed” their documents digitally. All of the participants
consented to this study and also have had opportunities to review the data and participate in
sense-making throughout the process. The sessions lasted anywhere from twenty minutes to an
hour and a half.
The four sessions with the former students explored the following topics:
1)
2a)
2b)
3)
4)

Educational-Experience Trajectory
Establishing the setting: What was it like to learn in a self-contained environment?
An important space/place in school
A key moment/decision in the participant’s educational experience
Sense-making and update
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The topics of the educators’ sessions were:
1) Professional-Experience Journey
2) Establishing the setting: Narrative “Walking” Tour
3) A key decision or moment that impacted the placement of a student or prospective
student
4) Sense-making and update
When I originally conceived of this project, I had imagined that each of my participants
would create a visual representation of their journey and/or trajectory to a self-contained setting.
I had to modify my plan as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, which meant that my interactions
with the participants could only happen virtually, via Zoom. Therefore, I made the visual
component of the first interview optional for several reasons: I did not want to assume that the
participants would have materials on-hand; I knew that for some, the prospect of drawing or
writing was going to be a turn-off; and with the added complexity of having to navigate
technology, some for the first time, I prioritized connections and conversations during our time
together. I explained the change in the research design to each participant who then took the lead
in deciding how to proceed. Of the educational professionals, six of fourteen participants chose
to create something visual either before or during the interview. One participant completed it
later and reviewed it with me during our second interview. Two out of seven former students
created a visual to accompany their verbal narratives.
I found myself struggling with the disappointment of not having as much visual data as I
had hoped for and then I glanced at my forearm. I have a number of tattoos that I have acquired
over the years; my family refers to them as my “occupational tattoos.” As someone who has
done quite a lot of career exploration, I have tattoos that trace my flirtations with building (a
wrench), cooking (an eggbeater), a pencil (English teacher), a person in a rowboat (graduate
student), and one that kind of pulls them all together…lines from the Adrienne Rich poem
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“Diving Into the Wreck.” In that poem Rich writes, “The words are purposes. The words are
maps.” Honestly, I did not connect the words on my arm with this project until just this week.
Reading her words, I realized that while the narratives may not all be visual, I do have
maps…the words of my participants are the maps of their journeys. Mapping, in this study, is
understood to be a way to invite my participants “to narrate and represent their varied
relationships to place, people, and time; to visualize the tensions of agency and structure; and to
document shifts, contradictions, continuities and ruptures within self over time and space” (Futch
& Fine, 2014, p. 44). The narratives of my participants, visual and/or oral, provide insight into
the ways in which systems, structures, and institutions intersect, collide, and bend with
individual agency and desire.
data collection session one: former students
educational-experience trajectory
After their consent to participate in the study, the first session began with the collection
of demographic data. Once the initial data was collected, we shifted to the session prompt. In
this session on educational-experience trajectory, I asked the participants to tell me about their
educational trajectory beginning from their first memories of school and ending with their most
recent educational experiences. They were invited to write things down, draw a map, and/or just
talk it out. Challenging assumptions about students labeled with various special education
designations is a goal of this project. As dis/ability scholar Annamma’s (2018) research states,
“some assert that these children…embody identities that will be naturally problematic in
schools…however it is this assumption that is problematic. Many of these multiply –
marginalized dis/abled [young people] did not come to school with resistance to education or
learning and in fact loved school” (p. 30). I explained to the participants that they could include
other experiences, which may have informed or altered their formal education such as
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employment, institutionalization, or family experiences. As Lyiscott (2018) explains, “[s]tudents
navigate powerful spaces of learning every single day in their homes and communities,
especially when it comes to students of color, the skills, experiences, and rich knowledge that
shape their voices are devalued in the classroom but are still powerful…” (p. 35). I would
contend that in the same way these same experiences are also devalued in educational research.
data collection session two: former students
establishing the setting
Session two happened approximately one month after session one. We began casually
with updates and check-ins. I also reminded each participant of what we had talked about in our
previous meeting and asked them if they had thought about anything else they wanted to add,
share, or wanted me to take out. After reviewing the materials from the first session, I
transitioned into the discussion for session two. The focus of the second session was educational
experiences in self-contained settings; essentially, what was it like to learn in a self-contained
environment? There were two prompts guiding this session: First, I asked each participant to
describe what it was like to be a student in a self-contained setting. Second, I asked each
participant to describe a space or place in their self-contained environment that they felt was
important to them.
data collection session three: former students
a key moment/decision in your educational experience
Session three began the same as session two, with a check-in and update. This session
took place approximately two-three weeks after the second session. The prompt for session three
was: Tell me about a time in which you either wanted to leave your self-contained setting or you
decided that you wanted to stay in a self-contained environment. This prompt originated from
the comment that I hear made so often by my current students, which is “I don’t belong here.” I
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wanted to be sure that in our sessions former students had an opportunity to talk about this sense
of belonging or not belonging.
data collection session one: educators
professional-experience journey
I began session one with the educational professionals the same way as with the former
students; first by completing the consent process and then by collecting demographic data. After
that, we first used some time to talk about whatever their current context was given that the
pandemic was raging around us. We discussed what was happening with regard to their health,
families, and professions. The conversation naturally led us to the prompt for session one: How
did you wind up working in a self-contained environment? I gave the educators the option to
make a visual map (however they defined it) of their professional-experience journey (six of the
fourteen educators created maps). All of the participants were told that they could include other
experiences that may have informed or altered their formal education such as employment,
institutionalization, or family experiences. As previously stated, the literature presents this group
of educational professionals as underqualified and unprepared to meet the needs of their students
(Billingsley, 2006). The purpose of this session was to offer a counter narrative to that
characterization – each of the educators shared sets of unique educational, occupational, and life
experiences that make them qualified and prepared to work as an educator in any setting.
data collection session two: educators
narrative “walking” tour
Session two was scheduled for approximately two weeks after session one. Many of the
educators who were still in classroom positions were wrapping up the school year and some were
preparing to teach summer school. We began with a check-in and then talked about the previous
session. I shared some of my initial observations and also asked if there was anything that they
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had thought about since the first session. I offered an opportunity to add, change, or delete any
part of their initial interview. A few educators took the opportunity to add things that they
wanted represented and one participant requested that I take something out. I then introduced the
prompt for session two, which focused on professional experiences in self-contained
environments. For this prompt, I asked the educators to take me on an imaginary “walking” tour
of their self-contained environment. I had asked them to take me through a “typical” day, preCovid-19, from beginning to end, and to describe the physical location with as much sensory
detail as possible. (This yielded some great notes like, “hallway smells like old cauliflower.”)
Educators were also invited to share an artifact that spoke to their professional experiences.
Because many of the educators had to leave their schools/workspaces in a panicked state of
confusion, most did not have an artifact. Some shared books, student work, and one person
shared a sports jersey that had been given to him by his students. As they “guided” me through
their spaces, I would ask clarifying questions and sometimes ask them to elaborate on details. At
the end of this session, we reviewed the prompt for the third session.
data collection session three: educators
impact on student placement
Session three began in the same way as session two – with a check-in and update. The
third session was scheduled approximately three weeks after the second session. After check-ins
and updates, we discussed the previous session. I reviewed some of my preliminary analyses
and offered the opportunity for the educators to contribute to the sense-making of their
contributions. We then transitioned into the prompt for session three: Tell me about a moment or
decision that you made regarding the placement of a student or prospective student at your selfcontained setting. An aspect of self-contained programs is that many have year-round open
enrollment. This means that there is a regular flow of students transitioning on and off of official
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school rosters. It is not unusual for there to be a 70-75% switch on individual class rosters over
the course of a semester. It is common for students to voice a desire to change schools and
educators are sometimes asked to comment on whether or not they think a student should be in
their class, in the school, or offered an opportunity at another school. I asked the educators to
talk about a moment or decision about placement as a way to understand what, if any, criteria are
used to determine where students learn.
session four: former students & educators
final sense-making and updates
In the final session, I met with the participants between two and three months following
the third session. This gap was intentional as I needed time to dive deeply into transcribing and
making my initial analysis. It was also intentional as my professional world and the worlds of
my participants continued to be shaped by the Covid-19 pandemic. As a self-contained special
education teacher, I was one of the first groups of teachers called to physically report to school.
We were in a constant cycle of in-person and remote for months and it took me as long to figure
out a balance with my research process. I finally made contact with everyone and we met, via
Zoom, one last time (for the purposes of this project). In this session, I was able to review the
data that I had collected and we talked about the participant’s thoughts on what I shared. I was
able to provide them with what I thought were some of the overall themes and also things that I
had heard from them individually. I also asked each participant if they had anything else they
wanted to share with me – and with you (the reader) – about how they understood learning and
working in a self-contained environment. In Chapters 5 and 6, you will read what they had to
say.
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Part Four: Analysis and Reflexivity
The purpose of this project is to deepen societal understanding of the complex and
everyday impact of educational discourses like deservingness, disability, trauma, behavior,
special education, and the school-to-prison nexus (Meiners, 2007) on educators and young
people who work and learn in self-contained/segregated environments. My process of analysis
evolved as I moved through different ways of looking and listening to the interviews of the
participants. I used several analytical tools to contextualize and categorize the data, including:
reflexive memo writing/drawing, transcription, discourse analysis, narrative analysis, and visual
discourse analysis.
reflexive memo writing and drawing
I used reflexive memo writing and drawing throughout the stages of my research. I had
planned to write a reflexive memo after each interview but found that because many of my
interviews were back-to-back over several hours that it was impossible for me to write after each
interview. I kept an open journal in front of me for each interview session in which I wrote/drew
notes. This space provided me with an easy tool to record my initial observations or things that I
wanted to return to in the next session. I then used this journal as a starting place to write a
series of reflective memos to connect “analytic interpretation with empirical reality” (Charmaz,
2010, p. 189). In my journal, I kept track of the connections I was making between the words of
the participants, my own experiences, and with the work of other scholars. I then wrote a series
of reflective memos in an initial attempt to organize my thoughts, connections, and initial ideas
into writing. On the next page, you will see a picture of one of the pages of my journal and a
screenshot of a portion of a memo that was produced after re-reading my journal following
several of the first cycle of interviews with the educators.
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Figure 5: Journal to Reflective Memo

67
transcription and narrative coding
As I often completed multiple interview sessions in one day, I used Otter AI, a digital
artificial intelligence program, to complete initial transcriptions. I then devoted several days to
relistening to each of the interviews and making verbatim transcripts. While AI is a great tool to
get the transcription process started, you must comb through the transcripts to make sure that the
text reflects what was actually said in the interview. “Transcribing discourse, like photographing
reality, is an interpretive practice. Decisions about how to transcribe, like decisions about telling
and listening, are theory driven and rhetorical; by displaying text in particular ways, we provide
grounds for our arguments, just like a photographer guides the viewer’s eye with lenses and
cropping images” (Riessman, 1993, p. 13). As I transcribed, I began to mark-up and code
anything that stood out to me as a narrative or as interesting. I read/listened for linguistic
markers that signified the beginning or end of a story. I also continued to keep a journal in
which I made notes about whatever stood out to me. After completing the transcription process,
I relistened to the interviews and highlighted themes, patterns, relationships, metaphors and
similes, and repetitions. Because I was working with several hundred pages of transcripts, I also
used the qualitative software MAXQDA2020 to further code the narratives. From
MAXQDA2020 I was able to print out my coded segments, which I cut out and taped to large
posters organized roughly by the chronology within the narrative (before self-contained, in selfcontained, after self-contained, and other).
narrative and discourse analysis
Foucault (1972) defines discourse as that which is “already said…never-said, … and not
said” (p. 43). Building upon Foucault, Sanford Schram (2015) explains:
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looking at narrative as distinct from discourse involves learning to ‘read between the
lines.’ I say ‘read between the lines’ because discourse has come to mean the unsaid
more than the said: it is that unsaid underlying structure of intelligibility that creates a
referential context from deriving meaning from what is said.” (p. 5)
Shram’s explanation provided me with a lens for my own analytic strategies. I used narrative
analysis as a tool to listen and look at what and how things were said in the narratives while
“systematically interpreting their interpretations [which] gives prominence to human agency and
imagination” (Reissman, 1993, p. 5). As a way to think about what is being said in the
narratives, I looked, listened, and lifted out (by cutting and highlighting) themes, patterns,
relationships, metaphors, and repetition. After I physically organized the cuttings onto posters, I
then moved them into a giant sketch pad that allowed me to graphically visualize parts of my
analysis. I also listened for how the participants positioned themselves and others within the
narrative and also positioned themselves in relationship to me as the narratives were coconstructed during the session. Using the tools of discourse analysis and visual discourse
analysis, I analyzed the narratives and images for what was collectively unsaid about the way in
which self-contained educational spaces are structured and maintained by social discourses,
including, but not limited to, discourses of deservingness, dis/ability, trauma, behavior, special
education, and the school-to-prison nexus (Meiners, 2007).
visual discourse analysis
During the course of this research, I asked participants to draw maps in response to a
specific prompt. The image-based discourse will be analyzed using Rose’s (2016) three-part
approach of “text, textuality and context” (p. 187). I first completed a rich image description of
the maps. I adapted image description techniques used to make images accessible for people
with blindness, vision impairments, or low vision. Assistive technology blogger Veroniiiica
(2018) explains that image descriptions should include the following features: “placement of
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objects in image, image style, colors, names of people, clothes (if they are an important detail),
animals, placement of text, emotions (such as smiling), surroundings” (n.p.). I think of writing
these image descriptions as a way to “read” the text of the image. After completing image
descriptions of all the maps, I analyzed the intertextuality or relationships between the images
and the narratives. Finally, I considered the context, meaning where and how the images are
created and shared. I coded the image descriptions for patterns, relationships, and discourses
related to deservingness, dis/ability, trauma, behavior, special education, and the school-toprison nexus (Meiners, 2007).
Part Five: Researcher Positionality: Researching from the Cusp
To be on the cusp is a way to mark a state of in-between or on the verge of something. I
was born on the cusp, between a Cancer and a Leo (fire and water). For those of you who
understand, this will be a meaningful admission – at least, it often feels that way when I reveal
this to those in the astrological know. Astrology is not something I really understand or employ
in my day to day, but the cuspness in me is central to my social and researcher identities in this
project.
In a world of socially constructed identities, I am positioned as a white, cis-gendered
female, generation x, middle-class urban professional who was born in the United States. I am
also a married, lesbian, tomboy, mother, teacher. All of these markers and social positions have
contributed to the ways in which I experience power and access to resources (social, cultural, and
economic capital). Sociologist Stuart Hall (1990) wrote that “identities are the names we give to
the different ways we are positioned by, and position ourselves within” (p. 223). While my
racial identity and year of birth are socially fixed, I understand the other positions to be fluid –
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while they are true now, they have not always been and may not always be. The past parts of
me, meet in the present me, to contribute to the future me. This collision of positions, from
which I write this dissertation, can best be described as being on the cusp.
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Interlude:
Blood.
I wiped the blood off of my forearm, pretty sure that it was not mine. I took a series of deep
breaths. What had gone wrong? Class began in the gym, a much-needed physical break during a
time when so much of our movement is restricted to prevent the spread of Covid-19. The boys
got out whiffle balls and wanted to practice hitting the ball. This was a welcome surprise as we
usually play basketball. I have learned so much from them about shooting baskets and handling
the ball and have come to appreciate the rhythm and motion of the game. Baseball, however,
this is a game that is in my blood. I have been playing baseball (or softball in my later years)
since I was six years old. They just wanted to hit some balls and so I pitched to them one after
another, while they whaled (wailed) away at the ball. At the plate, their bodies would wind up
tightly and then unwind with a force determined to destroy the ball. More often than not they
would miss and spin around, laughing at the absurdity. Those rare occasions in which they made
contact we would all celebrate as though they had hit the game winning run.
We made our way back to the classroom, laughing, red-faced and a little sweaty with our efforts.
Everyone drank some water and we moved into our class discussion. Earlier in the day, two of
my students had come into my office and wanted to discuss the purpose of school and
punishment. One of them was just returning from a one-day suspension and really wanted to
express his thoughts on what suspensions were doing to his education. Class began with this
young man laying out his experience of school, so far: “you go to general ed and that’s like not
freedom because you have to be there otherwise, they call truancy but it is like freer than other
places. If you do things like fight, you go to the suspension site and it is like jail. If you get
suspended too many times, they send you to an institution, like where we are at now. Here there
is less freedom and it is “like jail” like “they are preparing us to go to jail.” He then shifted to
the observation that his class was made up of all boys and that must be because boys are more
wild and harder to control but…also could be because the system was trying to make them gay.
Here is where we make a hard left. There was no moving him from this position – not with
humor, reason or facts. Because he was so persuasive in his initial explanations of his
experiences, the other students in the class agreed with his arguments, until this point. At this
moment, the students begin to flex their homophobia and the situation spun out of control.
“Faggot” was being thrown at each other with the velocity of major league pitches. In major
league baseball when one too many pitches hit batters, tempers flare, physical posturing begins
and often physical violence results. That is what happened right in front of me – as tension
began to build, the person who seemed to be targeted by the remarks just started laughing. When
asked by another student, “what are you laughing at?”, he said, “a picture in my head.” “What’s
the picture? I like to laugh,” the other boy replied. He turns in his seat to face his aggressor, “I
am picturing you, dropping out of school and winding up in a homeless shelter.” He lobs his
pitch directly at the batter and the batter storms the mound. As the umpire/Little League coach, I
walk the batter out of the room. All of his feelings come pouring out – the injustice of it all. He
is rippling with emotions. I walk with him; I listen to him. He says, “I’m about to black.” I
back up, giving him space – someone else tries to distract him and he erupts, punching walls and
windows. He throws his body into the door, into me. He became the ball and I the glove.
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Chapter Five:
Former Students
You can call me Ace.
one.
I remember tearing down classrooms.
Telling the teacher I was being bothered,
The teacher not doing anything about it.
Once I felt that button was pushed a million times –
I started off with a chair, the dictionary and then the little table.
I am literally attacking the person that’s bothering me.
It comes down to me getting suspended.
When I left that school, we would have the autistic kids with us.
That’s really how I knew I was in a different school setting.
two.
It was still the same, honestly. The fights didn’t slow down until about fourth grade –
where English had started to make a difference.
I was bullied for being the only kid on a non-uniform day that wore a uniform.
three.
They wanted to see how I would do in a different setting. It was on the West Side next to
the precinct. That’s when I realized what the difference between mainstream and special
ed was. I remember that IEP meeting. I remember them telling me they wanted to see
how I would fare in a bigger class size. I wanted to give it a try because I wanted to see
what the difference would be from special ed. I wanted to get away from having a 1-1
[paraprofessional]…pretty much feeling babied all the time or monitored 24/7.
four.
I did have support but it wasn’t the same as the 1-1…in the [new] school that person was
there to help everybody…I didn’t finish the school year…I got into a fight…and that’s
when I got back to special ed…I was mad. Like, I finally got out of here, finally got a
chance to go back to gen pop and I screwed it up…it was just one chance…no one ever
represented the idea of returning to mainstream.
five.
I remember getting into [Urban Construction High]…I knew early on I was good with my
hands…my paperwork got jammed up…I did get accepted but nobody notified me…so
the conversation I had with [administration] is that because of behavioral problems, they
wanted me to start at [Hell’s Kitchen High]…It wasn’t something I wanted to do. I had
stepped out of a special ed setting and I realized that’s where my full potential could be
met…I felt like I could learn more in a regular ed setting.
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six.
I felt like I got cheated out of my chance to get a better education. I just kept going cuz I
didn’t know how [the transfer] process worked. Aggravated, everyday aggravated –
everyday. It didn’t matter whether I was getting the education that I wanted…I was in an
environment that I didn’t want to be in…I fought so hard from the time that I got kick[ed]
out of general ed to get back into general ed to obtain a general education diploma.
seven.
I don’t know what made me keep going. I didn’t really have an option. I didn’t go, I’d
get my ass whooped by my father or grandmother…dropping out wasn’t an option
because I just wanted to be on my own…[I had] the mindset at an early age without the
proper education and a proper high school diploma, I wouldn’t be able to survive and
take care of myself…get a decent paying job, right?
eight.
My diploma would be the equivalent of a black belt in its original form. So, the origin of
a black belt is that it changed color through blood, sweat and tears over the course of
years. You don’t obtain a black belt, your white belt turns black…and that’s what the
high school experience is: blood, sweat, tears…literally, I was put unconscious by this
one dude in a sleeper hold; fought my way through the experience of high school. The
tests that I didn’t think I would pass, the seats…that’s what my diploma means to me.
There is not too many people in my family that can say they have their high school
diploma – so to me, it’s breaking the cycle…the diploma, I keep it in the yearbook, I keep
that in an envelope and I keep that in a bin. It isn’t going nowhere. I have all my awards
and certificates…and a portfolio because they show the progress that I’ve made over the
years from literally, not being able to form sentences to being the man I am today.
Every time I interviewed Ace, he was in his car – not driving, but leaned back in the
driver’s seat, window cracked. He was vigilant about the world passing him by as we talked.
Some of my favorite moments of relistening to our conversations were during the pauses. I
could hear the sounds of kids playing nearby. Ace would often greet people as they walked
down the sidewalk, indistinct murmurs of hello floating through the crack in the window. He
was simultaneously at ease and on-edge during our conversations and about the world around
him. Over the course of three interviews, Ace constructed a clear, chronological narrative about
his schooling experiences. He seamlessly moved our conversation from early elementary school
to middle school to high school. His narrative seemingly centered around the theme of fighting,
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both literally and figuratively. At times during his telling, it was as though Ace was still battling
with his educational experiences. His narrative begins with a memory of an incident in an
elementary school classroom after he felt like, “that button was pushed a million times” and ends
with an explanation of what his diploma means to him – “the equivalent of a black belt in its
original form.” Ace has a long history of training in martial arts and I know just how sacred this
metaphor is to him – he really means it. His blood, sweat, and tears are part of how he makes
sense of his education in self-contained settings. After listening to his interviews several times, I
could hear a distinct rhythm in the way that he told his story. I arranged his narrative into
stanzas so that the arrangement reflected the way that he naturally speaks. I think that it
surprised him to hear his words arranged in this way, but he said, “it made sense, because that is
how I sound and that is what happened.”
Ace’s story is unique to Ace but is also representative of many of the stories I was told by
the former students. Stories that were so personal and so emotional and yet collectively spoke to
the ways in which the structures of educational containment are maintained by the discourses of
special education, which pathologize, criminalize, and exclude students who do not fit neatly into
or who challenge the “grammar of schooling” (Tyack, 1974, p. 28). Over the course of three
interview sessions and a final sense-making session, the former students described their
experiences of community schools, self-contained schools and classrooms, hospital schools,
residential schools, and day treatment programs. Each part of this chapter explores a different
way of understanding how the former students made sense of their schooling experiences. Part
One features a video analysis of the school transition narratives of the former students. The
video analysis ends with the former students being removed or leaving their community schools.
Part Two explores what happened after the former students were placed in a self-contained
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environment. In Part Three, the narratives of Chris and Jared are used to provide an intimate
perspective on what it means to belong in a self-contained environment.
Part One: My Imagination Was Lit: School Transition Narratives
I have always been drawn to image making as a way of making sense of the world around
me. I get stymied by words, tripping over them in an attempt to find the best combination to
explain my ideas in ways that others will understand. Sometimes, it is just easier (for me) to
build, draw or photograph something to communicate what I am thinking. When Ace was
talking to me and said, “I started off with the chair, the dictionary and then the little table,” I felt
as though I could see exactly where he was talking about – even though I had not been in his
elementary classroom. But in that interview, I could see the way he was transitioned out of his
classroom. The collaged images and sounds in the video are the way that I am re-storying the
experiences to convey the movement of the former students out of community schools and into
self-contained educational environments. The generic qualities of the outside of the school
buildings and the floor and desk surfaces are meant to evoke the idea that these events could
have taken place in any school.
In the following video analysis, I use collaging and stop-motion animation to create a
video montage of the school transition stories of the former students. Montage is a method that
Suhr and Willersley (2012) define as “cinematic rearrangement of lived time and space” (p. 285).
Over the course of the three interview sessions the former students offered stories about their
time in general education settings and then a moment or series of moments that led to their
transitions to self-contained educational spaces. You will hear the voices of all of the former
student participants in this video. Click on this link to watch it before continuing to read:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OMh2VWjLMkk
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The title of the video, “My Imagination Was Lit” came from an interview with Rice. The
way that he described himself as a kid offered me insight into him as a child – bright, lively,
curious, and imaginative. All the former students offered these glimpses into themselves as
having a desire to learn before being moved to self-contained environments. For some this
desire continued to motivate them and for others, the move made school unbearable. The
layered elements in a video montage: the sound, voices, and images work together to provide the
viewer with an emotional connection to the stories of the former students.
1. The video begins with a series of scenes of the outside of
elementary schools. The facades of the schools were collaged
together using a range of architectural features that are common
in New York City public schools. Namely, brick exteriors,
windows, a brightly colored door, and a sign with the school’s
name on it. Each of the four schools in the video has a different
name, motto, and common school event listed on the sign. The schools are named for scholars
whose ways of theorizing structures of schooling are amplified by the students’ experiences:
Þ Foucault Elementary (Panopticon Pride! PTA Bake Sale Tomorrow)6
Þ Cuban Tyack Elementary (We do grammar best! Report Card Distribution on Friday)7
Þ Anyon Elementary (Putting our learning to work! Parent-Career Presentations on 9/6)8
Þ Oakes Elementary (Excellence, Efficiency, Equality. Track Meet on Saturday!)9
2. As the video begins, a series of vehicles pull up to the front
of each school: a school bus, a police car, and an ambulance. In
the background, you can hear the static of a walkie-talkie – a
crackly sound found both in emergency vehicles and in schools.
These images and sounds are meant to provoke the viewer into
thinking about the plethora of media stories and images of
school-aged children being arrested and removed from schools,
often in handcuffs10.
6

Echoes of Foucault are heard in myriad ways throughout this study. Direct parallels can be made between his writings on social
control, power and madness, and the experiences of the former students. “Panoptican Pride!” is meant to evoke a sense that the
students are always under surveillance.
7
Cuban Tyack Elementary is named after the educational historians David Tyack and Larry Cuban whose work points to the
endless cycle of policy reforms that never result in much of a change. David Tyack’s term “grammar of schooling” also provides a
view of the collection of expectations and behaviors that many of the former students resisted, rebuffed, or just did not understand.
8
Anyon Elementary is named after the education scholar Jean Anyon. Anyon’s theory on the hidden curriculum of work as part
of the reproductive structure of schooling is intimately connected to the question of who benefits when students, like the former
students in this study, are removed from community schools.
9
Oakes Elementary is named after Jeannie Oakes. Oakes analyzes the way that ability tracking maintains inequality by the way
that students are organized in classrooms and schools.
10
“Key West Police Arrested An 8-Year-Old at School: His Wrists Were Too Small for the Handcuffs”; “Police Release Video
of Officers Berating 5-Year-Old Boy”; “New York State Police Handcuff and Shackle ‘Combative’ Five-Year-Old”; “ThirdGrader Handcuffed in School”
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3. The first voice that you hear is Rice, of the “lit”
imagination, describing how he would make up stories to go
with the pictures in his textbooks. The workbook slowly
moves down to a desk. Kim tells a story about wanting to
answer a math problem and Logan talks about how math was
his thing. Kim, Logan, and Rice stay in the classroom. The
classroom has 24 desks in it, which is the average size of a
New York City general education elementary school class.
4. A crumpled piece of paper appears as you hear Ace’s voice.
He describes struggling with academics and socializing with
his peers. “I just wanted to fit in.” As Ace describes his
suspension, his desk slowly moves out of the classroom.
There are now 23 desks in the room.

5. Carlos describes school as a “place where they had to keep
me.” The image of a child with his head down slowly fades
away until it has disappeared from the room. There are now
22 desks in the room.

6. Sage describes herself as “hardwired to be anxious.” In
elementary school her teachers characterized her as “pretty
shy,” not “withholding,” but an “atypical student.” After
Sage, Chris explains that he was kicked out of school because
“I had anger. I was like sad. I was like frustrated cuz I felt
like no one understood me and no one understood what I was
going through. So, it caused me to act out and miss a lot of
academic schoolwork.” Chris’s desk disappears – there are
now 21 desks.
7. “I was hanging in there but I was just hanging in there. I
was hanging off the cliff with my fingernails.” As Logan
talks, his desk slowly begins to fade into the background. His
desk remains, but is not as bright and solid as how it started.
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8. A pair of blue sneakers appears in the middle of the screen.
Rabbit recounts that he was left back in the second grade
because he could not read. He then says, “I got left back and
I stopped going to school.” He would run away as soon as his
mother dropped him off. His desk disappears as the shoes run
out of the frame. There are now 20 desks left in the room.

9. The video returns to Rice. “I felt like people were stealing
my oxygen.” This is how Rice describes the physical
sensation of being in a general education classroom. His desk
fades as he describes feeling uncomfortable, every day.

10. Jared brings us into his classroom experience by
explaining that his mother was brought into his school
because he “didn’t know how to act.” He remembers being
very young and getting switched from a school near his house
to “some district 75 school.” Jared’s desk spins out of the
scene – there are now 19 desks in the room.
11. Rice returns to remember breaking pencils and throwing
them at his classmates. His teacher pulls him to the front of
the class and “says something” to him and he went “crazy.”
His desk fades from the scene as he says, “that was my last
day of regular ed, of course.” The last we hear from Rice in
this video is a small chuckle. There are now 18 desks in the
room.
12. Sage describes getting into her “dream high school.”
At this large competitive public art school, Sage felt like a
number in a system (a feeling that she later will articulate in
her college applications). “I chose to leave because I didn’t
see a future for myself there. I was very unhappy.” Her desk
slowly fades and now there are 17 desks in the room.
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13. Kim’s desk starts to spin towards the edge of the frame as
she recounts being suspended for standing up to someone who
was bullying her friend. “Nobody said anything about this big
old dude slapping the shit out of me.” Kim then describes the
suspension process that resulted in her not being allowed to go
back to her school. There are now 16 desks in the room.

14. The only former student left in the room is Logan. As his
desk fades, he is in geometry class sending a text to his mother
that says, “I can’t do this anymore. I don’t want to be alive
when I am in this environment.” There are now 15 desks in the
room.
In special education parlance, you can apply the “A-B-C” charting method to these
school transition narratives. Through the lens of a traditional special education intervention
model, one of the jobs of a special educator is to identify “problem” or “target” behaviors that
are interfering with a student’s ability to access the curriculum. One of the ways that I was
trained to do this was through the use of an “A-B-C Chart” – Antecedent-Behavior-Consequence
Chart. The antecedent is whatever was happening directly before the behavior, another term for
this could be trigger. B is the observed behavior that results from the antecedent and C is the
consequence or what happens immediately after the behavior.
As I was analyzing the school transition narratives, I realized that I could use an A-B-C
chart to track the movement in the former students’ narratives of schools’ (or teachers’) attempts
(if there were any) to address the former students’ “behaviors.” For example, in his school
transition story, Jared talks about being moved to a special education class in his community
school before being moved to a District 75 school. If you recall the continuum of services from
Chapter 3, Jared’s school was moving him from the least restrictive to a more restrictive
environment. One of the tools that educators employ in moving the placement of a student is
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“data” – like what is collected on an A-B-C chart. Using “data” in this way is how schools are
able to justify their decisions to move a student into a self-contained environment. DisCrit
scholar Subini Annamma (2018) names this the structure of pathologization (her terms are in
dark blue in the center):

Figure 6: A-B-C/Structure of Pathologization

The video was composed of several parts of each school transition narrative that the former
students shared. While I used the A-B-C chart idea to think through the behaviors of the school,
I did not use it when listening to the students. I did not want to think about the students’ stories
using a behaviorist-oriented tool that has been employed to cause harm by pathologizing,
labeling, and punishing students. For example, this tool does not take into consideration any of
the outside factors that may contribute to a student’s way of acting during an activity (for
example: racial bias on the part of the educator; having to wake up and be on the school bus by
6AM; having to be searched by a police officer to get into school; etc.).
Part Two: Refrain and Coda
Part Two of this chapter begins at the point of the former students arriving in their selfcontained environments. There were two elements that I noticed were a continuation of the
school transition narratives: a noticing of something that was different in the new environment
and a reflective statement about how the student felt about their school placement. I chose
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musical references to describe each of the movements in the school transition story. In my work
as an educator, music is part of my every day as many of my students are eager to share new
beats or songs that they or their friends made. At some point in time, I have discussed and
listened to music with every one of the former student participants in this study and so, it seemed
only fitting to allow rhythmic beats to be driving metaphors of their transition narratives.
Something that each of the former students shared was a moment where they noticed
things/people were different in their new environment. For example, Rice noticed that people’s
reactions to his behavior changed. In his community school, teachers or other adults would try to
talk with him about whatever was going on, but in his new school, “the teachers are grabbing me,
putting me into submissions, grabbing my wrists – that was a change.” I call these noticings,
refrains. In music, a refrain serves the purpose of repeating notes, rhythms or lyrics (it is also
called the chorus). I called these experiences refrains because there was a thematic repetition in
the noticing of something being different and there were also repeating characteristics that they
noticed were unique to self-contained educational places. The coda refers to the final part of
their narratives when they offered their remembering of initial feelings about the switch once it
had happened.
Former
Student
Rice

Before
Transition
“My imagination
was lit.”

Prelude

Refrain

Coda

“I felt like they
were stealing my
oxygen.”

“My behavior
never changed,
but the teachers’
reactions
changed.”

“I believe it
worked a whole
lot better for me.
I felt like I had
more room. Felt
like I was way
comfortable for
me to even just
ask the teacher
something.”
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Sage

Jared

Ace

“I was just like an
atypical student
and I wasn’t able
to perceive that as
a kid but it
definitely
impacted
placement and
teacher
treatment…I was
impacted by very
large generalized
fears that weren’t
applicable to
many other people
my age.”
“I remember nap
time, playing with
the toys.”

“Just wanting to
fit in.”

“I felt like a
number in a
system…in the
algorithm, that’s
how I felt and I
was pretty
overwhelmed.”

“I was approached
with much more
understanding off
the bat and I felt
like everything I
needed was like
packaged together
there because I
could take like
college
preparatory
classes while also
getting the support
I needed.”

“It was nice to be
in a school with
[other students]
who understood
what I was going
through and feel
as understood by
them. I feel like I
succeed and am
more inspired in
an environment
where I’m with
like-minded
individuals.”

“I just remember
me getting into a
lot of fights, a lot
of them. And I
was just so young.
I was so young.
And all I
remember was
getting switched
from that school
that was next to
my house. I used
to walk there
every day and I
got switched to
some District 75
school all the way
downtown.”
“I remember
tearing down
classrooms.
Telling the teacher
I was being
bothered. The
teacher not doing
anything about it.
Once I felt that
button was pushed
a million times – I
started off with a

“I remember there
was no girls
whatsoever.”

“I feel like it was
all just set up in a
way for me to be
there…I just felt
like all of that was
just weird.”

“Because we
would have the
autistic kids with
us. That’s how I
really knew I was
in a different
school…we didn’t
have kids in
wheelchairs in the
second grade.”

“The fights didn’t
slow down until
about fourth grade
where English
started making
differences.”
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Chris

“Get a couple of
warnings and then
I just get kicked
out…like four
different schools,
like four or five”
[between
kindergarten and
third grade].

Carlos

“The pain. The
constant people
picking on me.
Teachers being
horrible to me.”

Kim

“I’m cool. I’m
awkward. I’m
dark skinned,
right? My mom
didn’t have a lot
of money. I
didn’t have the
newest clothes.
Maybe my hair

chair, the
dictionary, and
then the little
table. I am
literally attacking
the person that’s
bothering me. It
comes down to
me getting
suspended.”
“I think I was
bugging. I was
bad. I don’t think
it was really like
bad. I just think
the teachers had
no understanding
of what I was
going through…I
just know that I
was misbehaving,
like how some
kids do.”
“I don’t even
remember those
memories. I don’t
even remember
the bad ones…I
had problems
sleeping, so I
would go to
school and go to
sleep.”

“He slaps the shit
out of me. I’m
crying but I’m
crazy. So, I went
and got something
his size and
knocked him with
it. I got a
suspension, had a

“The reason why I
got kicked out of
school was
because I was
angry, sad,
frustrated.”

“They left me
there basically.
My mom was not
fluent in English,
so I think the
system kind of
took advantage of
her and it kind of
stuck me there.
She felt like she
couldn’t do
anything about it.
So, I was just
there.”
“I hadn’t been in
special ed before
that…And then I
getting in trouble
and then it’s all on
me…one of the
times I came out
of the hospital I

“They told me
that it was like,
after this school
it’s like no other
school, it’s like
hospital or
something like
that. And I was
like, I’m not
trying to go to no
hospital school. I
started making
changes.”
“I just felt put
there.”

“Even if it wasn’t
a regular high
school, Hell’s
Kitchen High was
family. I even ran
away from the
psych ward and
went to school.”
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Logan

Rabbit

wasn’t done.
Maybe I was like,
a little funky. So,
people mess with
you.”
“It wasn’t about
the people, at first.
It was about the
learning like
really early
on…but my
relationship to the
classroom was a
little weird from
the beginning.”

hearing, and
stopped going to
that school. I
never went back.”

was sent to Hell’s
Kitchen High.”

“I texted my mom
and I was like, I
can’t be here
anymore. I don’t
want to be alive
when I’m in this
environment.”

“We were
different schools
so we were kind
of separated…I
think people had it
in their minds that
I was a Clinton
kid. It’s probably
because I’m
white, that’s
probably why.”

“Second grade
was like where I
actually recall like
taking in
knowledge and
that was math.
Like that’s where
my knowledge
started from…my
first introductory
to wanting to
learn more about
certain things.”

“I remember
getting left back
in the second
grade for the first
time, due to the
fact that I couldn’t
read at all.”

“I stopped going
to school entirely.
My mother would
drop me off at the
school building
and I would run
away…I had an
ACS case and
they supplied me
with
homeschooling…t
hen I went to a
District 75
school.”

“It was such a
different
environment like
the teachers could
work with you
and the students
were all sort of
outcasts and
rejects like me…I
always had that
love for learning
and I had lost it
only a little
momentarily.”
“That was like the
first teacher that
got me to sit
down…she took
her time with all
of us.”

Table 7: Prelude Refrain Coda

The chart above includes four parts to the former students’ school transition narratives. The
“before transition” column was included in this chart to provide a frame of reference for each
student. An A-B-C chart is meant to be used as a tool to identify the reason for a reoccurring
behavior in an educational setting. One way that this tool is used is to collect data as a way to
justify the move of a student into a more restrictive environment. The chart above is meant as a
way to counter that kind of data collection. Thinking about resonances and rhythms in students’
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schooling and life experiences can help a student make meaning out of their own feelings and
decisions. For example, Rabbit talks about second grade being a really pivotal moment in his
education; it was the time in which he remembers “wanting to learn more about certain things,”
but it was also when he was “left back.” Rabbit stopped attending school for a period of time
after being left behind. As Rabbit and I talked about his experiences, he realized in the end that
he was able to re-engage in learning after being moved to a self-contained educational
environment because he had a teacher who worked with him. The coda for Rabbit was that
while school was not a great experience for Rabbit, he did experience a time where he felt seen
and understood. Having an opportunity to think about data in a way that builds, informs, and
reflects understanding disrupts traditional forms of special education data collection, which is
meant to target, label, and used to exclude students who are disruptive to the regular routines and
rules of a classroom.
Part Three: KARMA—The Duality of Resources and Schemas
In the third interview session, I asked the former students to talk about a time when they
really wanted to leave their self-contained setting and/or a time when they felt like they wanted
to stay. I asked this question for a number of reasons, but it is rooted in the statement that gave
birth to this dissertation – “Miss, I don’t belong here.” Several of the former students in this
study made this very comment to me when they were my students. And so, I wanted to explore,
with the former students, what it was like to learn in a place where you were not sure whether or
not you belonged and what did it mean to belong there or somewhere else. This section is
organized around the narratives of Jared and Chris. They each offered unique perspectives of
naming the ways in which they felt like they both belonged, did not belong, or felt a sense of inbetween in terms of their relationship to their self-contained environments.
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Before I discuss Jared’s narrative on belonging, it is important to include what he had to
say about his transition from middle school to high school. In New York City, middle school
students participate in the high school application process. Similar to the college application
process, this usually involves school visits, a huge catalog of school options, and, for some
schools, the admissions process involves standardized tests, portfolios, interviews, essays or
auditions. The former students in this study experienced a range of high school experiences:
Logan and Sage attended specialized high school programs before moving into a self-contained
high school that is located within a selective (or screened) school11. Chris attended a District 75
elementary-middle school and chose to attend the same program as Sage and Logan. Jared, Ace,
Rabbit, Carlos, and Rice were all moved from District 75 middle schools into District 75 high
schools – none of them participated in the high school admissions process. Kim was sent to her
District 75 program from a hospital program after having never received special education
services. The chart below illustrates the placement moves for each of the former students. This
is not a complete list of placements as several of the former students could not exactly recall
which years they were in certain places. The following chart represents the closest
approximation to their schooling experiences based on our conversations12:

11

A selective (or screened) high school, different from a specialized high school, is a NYC public high school that uses selective
criteria to admit students. In order to be considered for admission to the program, eighth grade students must have a grade of 85
or higher in English, history, science, and math on their 7th grade June report card; score a three or higher on the NYS ELA and
math tests; submit a portfolio that contains: a graded student work sample from English, social studies, humanities, science or
math class in 7th or 8th grade; and a two-part 1,000 word essay. Selective or screened schools are different from the NYC
specialized high schools that require applicants to take the Specialized High School Admissions Test and submit a portfolio or
audition for arts/performance programs.
12
CS = Community School; SCS = Self-Contained School; SCC = Self-Contained Classroom; Schools changed = the student
was moved to a different school; Hospital = psychiatric or medical hospital or day treatment program; Grade bump = skipped a
grade; Home instr = home instruction (a teacher goes to the student’s home for a certain number of hours per week to provide
instruction); Residential = the student lives at the school they attend; Did not attend = they did not go to any school; Mixed
placement = moved between general education and a self-contained setting.
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Figure 7: Former Student Transitions

Historically, students in District 75 have not been included in the high school admissions
process, though recently there have been some steps to change this (of this, however, I only
speak anecdotally). As their IEPs mandate that students who receive “special class in a
specialized school” as a service, they are funneled into self-contained high schools as most
community schools do not have the programs that their IEPs mandate. In order for the IEP to be
changed, a student needs a strong advocate (parent, teacher, social worker, administrator, etc.) to
support the student’s desire to be placed into a less restrictive setting.
jared: “i’m already this kind of kid”
At Jared’s middle school they used a school-wide point system to determine who was
going to receive an opportunity to move to a less restrictive setting. It was really important to
Jared that this part of his narrative be shared:
This is crazy how you get a project like this and I get to explain how I feel that whole
system was just messed up. I just remember a whole lot of fuckery going on. You had to
earn a certain amount of points in order to win. My whole experience of that school is
points. You have to earn a certain amount of points and behave for you to gain your
community school. Word, so I got sent to a District 75 because I didn’t have enough
points of me behaving. You have to earn points, every day, for being Kind, Appropriate,
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Responsible, Mature, and Accountable for yourself [KARMA]. You have to behave to
get to your high school, if you don’t, you going to District 75. They would have us all
watch at monthly meetings, who got the recommendation letter. I get it, cool. But I
never got mine. I feel like they handled all of that so unprofessionally and made kids feel
bad about themselves. Having all of us sit there, in that room with them and watch each
kid get their letter to go to community high school while others, like me, felt bad that we
was going to a District 75 high school that they were telling bad stories about. Like, “you
guys think you fight here? Once you go there, that’s a big boy school. You don’t want to
go to that school.”
So, as he watched his classmates receive recommendation letters to attend community high
schools, Jared learned that he would be attending a District 75 high school because he did not
earn enough behavior points. Here we can see the duality of structure revealed in the KARMA
model. Students need to behave (follow the rules) in order to access the resource of a
community school (and the resources in a community school) and the school determined the
rules that the students need to follow. This shows how the structure of school and self-contained
classrooms is maintained by this relationship of resources and schemas.
summer school between 8th grade and 9th grade
Jared had to attend summer school at his District 75 school, which he describes as,
I felt like my world was changing. In my head, I’m still in eighth grade but then I’m
looking around, seeing grown people. I’m seeing frightening girls. I’m seeing a whole
lot of stuff that I’ve never seen before: gay kids, male to female transsexuals, a whole lot
of things that I have never seen.
While in summer school, Jared does not yet engage with the idea of belonging, it is almost like
he is dazed by all of the new people in his new school; “I’m looking around” as though he is a
visitor in a new place. “In my head, I’m still in eighth grade” as though he has not emotionally
or cognitively transitioned out of middle school. These two quotes also bring to mind the
liminality or in-betweenness of the space he is in. While he is physically in a new place, his
mind has not yet transitioned to the new surroundings. Reading the passage above, I cannot help
but wonder if what many of the students are really saying when they say, “I don’t belong here”
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is, “how do I belong here?” That Jared, as a fifteen-year-old, has already been told that behavior
equals points and having enough points means that you belong in a community school. The
discourse here is that kids in community schools know how to behave and kids in self-contained
settings do not – that behavior equals belonging. So, when Jared walks into his new school, he
knows that he is attending school with other kids who also do not know how to behave and
therefore do not belong in community schools. By recognizing that there are different kinds of
people at the school: older people (students with IEPs have the right to attend public school until
age 21), “gay kids” and “male to female transsexuals,” Jared is learning that not behaving also
could mean these other things too.
after summer school
Throughout Jared’s narratives he expressed struggling with wanting to be seen as “the
cool kid.” He remembers, “when it came to like popularity, since I was like a rapper, I was
rapping in the hood. You know I had my whole hood behind me. So that right there put me in a
whole different place.” In addition to being respected by his peers, Jared also positions himself
as a respectful kid who was protective of his teachers. He was willing to have altercations with
his peers if he felt “like a student was being too disrespectful out they mouth, coming at my
teacher. I just wasn’t respecting that, I just wasn’t feeling that, you know? Those are the kind of
altercations that I had.” Here Jared is separating himself from his peers by emphasizing “the
kind of altercations I had” as though his altercations were justified, unlike other fights at school,
because he was standing up for his teacher. Jared enters the fall of ninth grade having moved
from the outside looking in, to establishing himself as a student who is to be respected because of
his hood affiliation and his respectfulness of his teachers. With this context, Jared goes on to
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explain the ways in which his thinking about belonging and not belonging shift over his four
years of high school.
I broke the narrative into chunks using the discourse marker of “but then” (and one time
“all jokes aside”) to highlight the ways in which Jared marks the shifts in his thinking about his
relationship to the idea of belonging in a self-contained environment. Once the fall arrives, Jared
has acclimated (through getting to know his teachers and gaining the respect of his peers) to the
point of saying, “yeah, this is the school for me. This is a school I belong in.”
Going in there September my freshman year, I had that mindset already like, “yeah, this
is this is the school for me. This is a school that I belong in (laughs), for real for real.”
That’s what I was thinking my first high school years there.
All jokes aside, that’s really how I looked at it like my first day walking in there like
watching half my friends from middle school going to the community high schools and I
walk in there, first day like, I’m just like, wow, everyone happy in they schools. And I’m
here like, I really do belong here. Like I really am emotionally disturbed, like, this is
what I am like for real? That shit really had me think about myself a certain way. I was
worried about the wrong stuff, fighting other students and me thinking you know, I’m
already this kind of kid too. Like this is just who I am and I belong in a school like this.
The first discourse marker is “all jokes aside.” Jared uses this phrase to let me (and you,
the reader) know that the next thing he is going to say is important. This is definitely intentional
as Jared has mentioned repeatedly that he understands that other people are going to read his
words and hear his voice. Jared pays close attention to the ways in which he is perceived by
others. During our interviews, he is often looking at himself in the camera, stroking his chin hair
or pulling his hair up into a bun. He cares about his appearance and, as a student, if he was
feeling particularly fly, he would ask to have his picture taken. So, when he says “all jokes
aside,” he wants to make sure you are paying attention. I feel like this moment contains a lot of
emotion because he talks about the kids from his middle school who got to go to community
schools with a little bitterness. This is unusual for Jared as even in his description of the
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assemblies he says, “it’s cool” that the other kids got their recommendations, but the way that the
adults behaved was unprofessional. When Jared says, “everyone happy in they schools. And I'm
here like, I really do belong here,” you can hear the emotion, “happy in they schools. And I’m
here” as though he had been abandoned or left behind. He then goes on to describe how he had
(but no longer) internalized the ways in which he was labeled, “Like I really am emotionally
disturbed, like, this is what I am like for real? That shit really had me think about myself a
certain way.” And then he finishes the section by explaining that he felt like he was to blame for
his educational placement, “I was worried about the wrong stuff, fighting other students and me
thinking you know, I’m already this kind of kid too. Like this is just who I am and I belong in a
school like this.”
senior year
But then, like I can say like around like my senior year like I felt it that wasn’t for me,
that that school wasn’t me. I felt I should have been in a different school, in a different
environment, with different teachers. I feel like I should have been in Degrassi13 or
whatever the case is.
But then at the same time, I also had to realize that I didn’t though because I had to work
on…I just felt like, it’s like, signs at the school. The fact that it was almost the same kind
of school that I’ve been in my whole life: not much girls, people fighting, people worried
about the wrong stuff in life. It’s like, that District 75 special ed vibe, like, at that
moment, I felt like I belonged there. Because it’s like, wow, like all my life, like even in
high school too and like just me walking in there like, wow, even high school like, I’m
still in this, like, this is crazy, you know, I really do belong here.
But then like, I had to get older. And I had to be around certain people and change my
living environment, do a whole lot of other stuff in order for me to see that all of that was
just in my head type shit, you know?

13

Degrassi was a TV show that aired on TeenNick and MTV between 2001 and 2015. The show, similar to Beverly Hills 90210
or Friday Night Lights, was a coming-of-age drama featuring the fictional lives of young people growing up on Degrassi Street in
Toronto, Canada. I had never seen the show and when I asked Jared what it was about, he said, “I can’t believe you asked me
that, yo! That show is insane. It like literally gave me lessons on how to move in high school, as a teenager, you know in your
high school years, inside and outside of school but from a non-urban community type shit. Even before high school I would try
to gravitate or copy some of the characters from that show, so I can blend in.”
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“But then” Jared remembers that during his senior year, he reconsiders his belonging, “I
should have been in a different school, in a different environment, with different teachers. I feel
like I should have been in Degrassi…” At a later point in the interview, he mentions Degrassi
again and so I asked him to explain what he meant and, at first, he said, you know “non-urban”
and I asked him to say more:
A school that has like, obviously, I don’t want to say this but like a school that has a lot
of white students, you know, like because, yo!, my whole life I just been in school with
nothing but Blacks and Latinos. Black and Latinos, my whole life, like barely any
Asians, barely Muslims like literally my whole life. I’ve just been, like my school career,
I’ve just been around Black and Latinos.
The “yo!” is emphasized because this is a realization that he is having right there in the moment.
I do not think that Jared ever really thought about the racial make-up of his schools until this
conversation. Interestingly, during his senior year, Jared is offered an opportunity to switch into
a District 75 program that is located inside of a selective high school. He turned it down even
though it had “that Degrassi vibe” because he wanted “to be cool” and not seen as “dayroom.” I
asked Jared to define “dayroom” and at first he says that’s the best question he had been asked
all day. Then he described it as a term “from the hood and the projects as well, that means the
way a bully looks at his prey.”
Dayroom is a common term that I hear in my daily teaching life and so I was familiar
with what it meant. Interestingly though, I have asked on three separate occasions, of three
different people and been given a different source for the word each time. Jared locates it as a
“hood or projects” word. I have also been told that it comes from jail or prisons – that the people
who hang out in the dayroom of a jail or prison are soft. Additionally, I was told that it comes
from people who go to psychiatric hospitals – that people get left in the dayroom to be watched
so that no one hurts them or takes advantage of them. People in the dayroom are usually heavily
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medicated. The fact that this term is applied in an educational context provides a clear example
of the ways in which the all-encompassing nexus of prison, mental health, and special education
includes its own language to describe those who are most vulnerable within it and to it.
Jared then offers another “but then.” This time he reconsiders his belongingness because
he still “had work to do” and the “District 75 special ed vibe” was a vibe that he understood felt
like he should be. We can see because of his later comments about attending the other program
that he did not want to be in a place where he felt “dayroom” or uncool. One way to think about
this is that by his senior year of high school, Jared had been learning in self-contained
environments for eleven out of twelve years of his public school career. He says, “wow, like all
my life, like even in high school too and like just me walking in there like, wow, even high
school like, I’m still in this, like, this is crazy, you know, I really do belong here.” The only
place he has ever been told he belonged is in a self-contained environment.
His final “but then” offers us a way to see how Jared had internalized the discourses of
special education, educational containment, and behavior management (like KARMA). That
what he experienced was because of his individual behaviors and choices and not because of the
way in which the educational system is structured to keep certain people out. And Jared’s
description of his classmates provides us with a list of who some of those people are: “Blacks
and Latinos”; “grown people”; “frightening girls”; “gay kids”; and “male to female
transsexuals”; “emotionally disturbed” people; and not “white kids,” “Asians,” “Muslims,” “nonurban” and “dayroom” kids. In the end, Jared states that, “I had to get older. And I had to be
around certain people and change my living environment, do a whole lot of other stuff in order
for me to see that all of that was just in my head type shit.” So, the only way that Jared was able
to see that he was not all of those things that he had been told about himself was for him to
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change – to get older, “change his living environment” (move out of his family home and into a
place of his own). While he was able to say that the system had planned for his educational
career to turn out the way that it did, he also continues to hold himself and not the system
responsible for his experiences.
chris: “i’m just always in the middle”
I wanted to be here but then I found out what it was like. Then I was like a little off too, I
was like, “yeah, I don’t want to be here.” I worked so hard to get myself together, I just
don’t wanna be in another special ed school. So, I was just tight and it took me being real
with myself and sitting down to realize that it doesn’t matter where I end up. This school
is not bad because it’s half and half [a co-located school]. So, I just dealt with it and I did
what I had to do.
I wanted to leave, it felt like, it was like controlling. I didn’t have a lot of friends going
in there. I just had me and my friend and then we met everybody else. And then we just
like, became cool with everybody else but I don’t know, like me as a person. I just felt
like I didn’t like belong. And I think I felt like that a lot. I don’t know, because I feel
like I’m just always in the middle. I’m never here or there.
Chris attended the same self-contained high school program as Sage and Logan, however,
unlike Sage and Logan, he had attended District 75 schools from second grade on. He attended a
middle school program like Jared’s that required him to earn points towards a community school
placement. Jared received the recommendation and was offered admission at a community
school, but instead chose the District 75 program though he did not realize it was a District 75
program at first. He said that he chose his school because he “fell in love with the gym and I
thought it was somewhere I wanted to be. It was like a calling and that’s when I knew I reached
my goal. I wanted to be here.” Then he found out that he would be attending a District 75
program located on one floor of the building and not the other school. This is when he says,
“then I found out what it was like,” meaning a shared building. When he talks about the
experience of sharing a building with another school, he says, “people looked at us different, our
school is smaller. At first, I wasn’t accepted into the [Clinton] community and it was a weird
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feeling. But then I focused on basketball and wanted to get my stuff together to take Clinton
classes. Sometimes it seemed like they didn’t want you or they treated you different.”
Once Chris committed to attending the program, “by being real with himself,” he found
ways to belong by not belonging in one particular place. He explains that “I feel like I’m always
in the middle. I’m never here or there.” Chris went between the two school programs, taking
classes in both schools and even graduating from both schools. For him the belonging was about
the relationships that he made and not about which school people were from, as he says, “and
then we just became cool with everyone.” In a later interview, he explains this further by saying:
I just wanted to be somewhere else. I was tired of being in the system, the special ed
system. And then, throughout the years, I grew to like it and enjoy it, I learned that it
wasn’t that bad. I started making friends and building relationships and that’s when it
started to connect. At first, I was like, “I don’t care,” but the friendships played a big role
and made me feel comfortable. It made me who I am.
Another way that Chris expressed his feeling of “never here nor there” was in the way
that he figured out how to navigate the educational opportunities of the shared building.
Freshman year, Chris only attended his classes on the floor of his school and there were no social
opportunities to mix with the students from the other school. He did not like the restrictions of
the program, but “I learned that you can’t judge somebody just by their look because everybody
in that school is really intelligent and we all thrive at our own thing. It’s okay to be different.”
Chris developed confidence in his abilities by being in a place where he felt safe to ask questions
and get help. Attending classes kept him in an in-between place where he was comfortable
because he knew that he had support. He explains his experience of the difference between the
two schools as: “At the self-contained setting, you get your questions answered and at the other
school, you don’t and it’s like you gotta just get it how you get it sometimes.” Chris figured out
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that he belonged in the in-between because sometimes he needed his questions answered and
sometimes, he was happy to get it how he could.
Lastly, Chris states, “It made me who I am.” Chris is an incredibly reflective young man
who carefully considers his words. What I love about this excerpt is he wraps up his entire
educational history into just a few sentences. He moves from wanting to be somewhere else,
outside of the special ed system to accepting it and then making friends, which pulled it all
together for him. His “it made me who I am” speaks to his experience of special education as a
tool or support system that he could choose to use or not depending on his needs, wants, and
desires. Chris was able to learn how to make school work for him because he had a series of
opportunities to try learning in different places.
In this chapter, the former students spoke to a variety of educational experiences that
represent the entire continuum of placements in the New York City public school system. From
specialized to selective to community to self-contained classrooms to District 75 schools to
hospitals to residential to home instruction. Collectively, this group has experienced all that the
DoE has to offer. Their school transition narratives offer insights to understanding the ways in
which the system, the way that it is configured right now, offers hope to the few and harm to the
many.
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Space Between Words:
People Don’t Know We Exist
Chapter Five ended with the former students making their way to self-contained
environments. This space, between the words of the former students and the words of the
educators, serves the symbolic function of a self-contained environment for the video analysis.
The following video is meant to evoke the emotional and physical experience of a self-contained
school building. Click on the link below to watch the video, before reading further:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MH8WvmQp7y4
This stop-motion video features the voices of some of the educator participants as well as
a sound and mixed-media collage. The genesis of this video is Michael’s narration of the way
that he understands his work and the purpose of the program in which he teaches. As Michael
spoke, I could so clearly see the images you are going to see on your screen – for me, words
were not the best analytical tool to show this analysis of self-contained educational
environments. Below are some still shots and explanations of some of the process in making the
video. These are meant to be read/seen after your initial viewing of the video.
1. The buildings in the foreground were cut
out of pieces of my second exam. My second
exam used historical and contemporary
examples in the New York City public school
system to trace the genealogy of the concept
of educational deservingness as it relates to
the maintenance of today’s segregated
educational spaces. I used watercolor to
paint each of the buildings. Each of the
participants in this video spoke about how
their self-contained sites were invisible to
outsiders. The sense of invisibility they
expressed made me think about the liminality of working in a self-contained environment. One
participant even described her site as like “the twilight zone.” Liminality for many of these
educators was expressed by the description of working in an in-between space that people
typically do not think about or see.
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2. As the buildings in the front open, Billy
describes the windows of her self-contained
building. She says, “they aren’t bars per
se…less glass and more parts of the
window.” This issue of bars was an
important one as her description added to
other participant descriptions of selfcontained spaces that included the words
“prison-like” or “precinct-like.”
3. We’re self-contained as a building, right?
And as a classification. It’s physical, the
self-contained nature of our building is our
relationship to the rest of the school system
and also more of a symbolic segregation,
away from the rest of the school system. This
is a feeling I got before entering the building
and a feeling was justified while I was in the
building but you know, it seems like people
don’t know that we exist, right? We are the
most restrictive setting and the goal is to be,
to constantly try to get the kids to the least
restrictive setting. I think by being the most
restrictive setting we’re kind of the, in a
practical sense, I think we are the secret that
they try to hide. My feeling is that it serves
two purposes: to benefit the student, in
theory. I don’t know if it does in practice.
But also, to benefit the school, the classroom
that the students are being removed from.
That these students were disruptions
somewhere along the way to the regular workings of a different school. Someone decided
somewhere to put all of these students together. These students need, someone deemed
somewhere on an administrative or legislative level, someone decided that these students need to
be removed from traditional classroom settings. I am visualizing it as this big long chain, you
know?
Michael’s description of his experience of self-contained environments touched on so
many of the areas I had been trying to explain for all these years. He talks about the physical
space as being self-contained – it is all by itself. Wendy and Billy describe their self-contained
environments as places that you do not even notice when you walk by – add to this Michael’s

99
statement, “it seems like people don’t even know we exist,” and I was really able to feel the ways
in which they feel invisible to the outside world. In his comments, Michael positions his school
as “the secret they try to hide.” While he doesn’t explicitly name “they,” later he talks about the
administrators and legislators, which can leave one to surmise that “they” is the policymakers
who created the space for “disruptive” students.

Lastly, the chain. “I am visualizing it as this big long chain, you know?” The chain is
symbolic of so many things – the obvious school-to-prison nexus; the chains of historical
segregation; the chains of slavery and erasure; chains holding us in, holding us back; chains
keeping others out…I appreciate that he added the “you know” at the end. Because, I do know.
This was a meaningful acknowledgment of my insider-status to this world. He could describe
these things to me because he knew that I understood what he was saying. When I showed this
film to Billy, she said, “I feel like I have been punched.” As I was painting the buildings, I
stopped and cried several times. This video says more about how self-contained environments
continue to be maintained than I could ever write in words.
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Chapter Six:
The Educators
This chapter is organized around the three individual interview and sense-making
sessions that I held with each of the educator participants. As explained in Chapter Four, each
session was shaped around an individual question that sought to develop an overall
understanding of how educators working in self-contained educational environments make
meaning of their work-related experiences and decisions. In session one, I asked the educators to
tell me about how they came to work in self-contained settings. In session two, I asked them to
tell me about what it is like to work in a self-contained setting. In the final interview session, I
asked the educators to talk about a specific time in which they had an impact on student
placement. In their narratives, the educators, collectively, talked about the central role of
relationships. For many, relationships were what brought them to work as educators;
relationships are at the heart of their pedagogical practices and relationships define their
successes in the classroom. The centrality and urgency of these relationships is essential to
understanding the complexity at work in the meaning-making of the educators. Within many of
their narratives you can hear a struggle in their desire to keep a balance between the maintenance
of the expectations of schooling and a resistance to participating in structures that exclude them
and their students. At the heart of this balance is relationships. Overall, these educators express
a deep level of commitment to the safety, well-being, and access to educational opportunities for
their students. This chapter consists of two parts, each of which explores a different aspect of the
ways in which the educators narrated their relationships to school, teaching, education, and
working as an educator in a self-contained educational space.
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Part One: The Maps: Relationships to Schooling and Education
Of the educational professionals, six of fourteen participants chose to create something
visual either before, during, or after the interview. I have divided the maps into three types:
educational experience maps, occupational experience maps, and injustice experience maps. The
types are derived from the visual way in which the participants laid out their maps and also the
ways in which they narrated their maps. In the last type, Billy and Wendy drew maps that
incorporated personal experiences involving systemic injustice.
Type One: Educational Experience Maps—Michael, Alma, and Tamara
The first set of maps are by Michael, Alma, and Tamara. They are grouped together
because they each told a narrative beginning with their early memories of learning (elementary
school) to set their pathways to working in self-contained settings. Each of these participants
also shared that they experienced a positive educational opportunity in a small setting – not a
special education setting, but a small class that was separated from their peers. They also each
identified at least one relationship to a teacher/professor who positively impacted their
educational experiences.
michael’s bubbles and arrows

Figure 8: Michael’s Bubbles and Arrows
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Michael was one of the first educators to respond to my call for participants in this study.
We met over Zoom as the Covid-19 pandemic was raging around us. Michael was in his
apartment, teaching via Google classroom and trying to continue to provide a consistent space
for his students, even as every day seemed to bring more uncertainty about what was happening.
Michael drew his map while he was narrating his journey. At the beginning he remarked, “just
the smallest little decision would’ve put me on a completely…different path…like you know,
where I stood in line at the job fair.” His map is drawn in red ink on plain white paper. This
color choice is a striking one for a teacher. The red pen or red marks on paper for so many
students symbolize mistakes or errors or like a red light stopping you from proceeding. I do not
know if Michael intentionally chose a red pen or if it was just what was lying next to his
computer. He prefaces the drawing of his map by pointing out that he could have made different
decisions; these points of decision-making become further highlighted by the red pen. Michael
uses bubble-like circular shapes to highlight six moments on his path to working in a selfcontained environment. (Initially, I thought these were clouds, but he refers to them as bubbles.)
Under each of the bubbles there are arrow-shaped bullet points that isolate memories or
experiences in each place. Michael then uses a series of arrows to connect the different moments
and also to connect to the moments where he had to make a decision. In the center of the map is
a series of six arrows that connect each of the bubbles to his self-contained teaching
environment. Each of the bubbles on Michael’s map represents an educational institution. His
arrows move the viewer’s eye from elementary/middle school to high school.
I did not ask Michael to talk about his choice of bubbles as he expressed anxiety about
drawing and his handwriting, and I did not want to do anything to add to this feeling of
insecurity. But I wondered about the bubbles as it seems like for Michael school represents a
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place where “teachers…encourage you…to be the best that you can be”; as if school is a bubble
or protected place away from the rest of the world. He purposely put the names of each of the
institutions inside the bubbles, but his experience of the institution on the outside, as if the
bubbles represent the idea of what his education could have been, and the arrow and bullets are
what actually happened. The arrows and bullet points seem to be the experiences that burst his
bubbles, so to speak, and made school an unsafe place for Michael. His experiences resulted in a
lifetime of working through feelings of self-worth and resolving to be the teacher he never had
for students whom he feels deeply responsible.
Michael attended private Catholic schools from kindergarten through high school. On his
map under his elementary/middle school, he wrote: “Catholic elementary memories include:
resentful teachers and passive aggressive behavior; 9/11.” When he narrated this experience, he
said, “I wrote down that my memories, my strongest memories of this place include like very
like resentful teachers, um, and like, just like passive-aggressive behavior from the teachers.
Um-...towards the students, and like specifically my experience with them. So, like some big
things that came out, like that just jumped to mind, um, about like my- my strongest memories of
there are definitely not positive, like I can’t remember like...and it’s funny, it makes you think
like, you know, the- the biggest imprint you’re gonna have is not about like what you teach, it’s
like how you treat people.” As he is drawing his map, Michael realizes that he does not have
positive memories of school. He marks this realization by saying, “it’s funny” because he has
taken the opposite approach in the way that he positions himself as an educator. For Michael,
the way that he treats his students and colleagues is an intentional, humanizing act.
Michael’s mentioning of 9/11 is important as it clearly marked a significant personal
trauma for him. His school did not tell the students what was happening – but they prayed,
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which to Michael signified that something must have happened because that was the only time
they prayed outside of the bounds of the typical Catholic school rhythm. Michael overheard
schoolyard conversations, which led to his concern about the whereabouts of his father who
worked in lower Manhattan as an exterminator. In this instance, the teachers became the holders
of knowledge. When someone in his class asked what was going on, his teacher replied, “you’ll
find out soon enough” instead of saying something comforting. Then the students were all sent
out to the yard to play kickball. About this experience, Michael says, “every time I have a
conversation with someone, there’s just this little thing in the back of my mind, ‘that could’ve
been the last conversation we have.’ It’s totally dark, it’s totally stupid, but…it’s not completely
out there as a fear.” Later when Michael talks about teaching in self-contained environments, I
can hear the impact of this idea in the way that he thinks about his students. The urgency to
develop a relationship begins as soon as he meets the student, as he describes, “they’ll tell you
their entire life story within the first…fifteen minutes of meeting you.” I will discuss this feeling
of urgency later as this is a thread that carries through many of my interviews. For Michael, this
urgency to establish relationships is an important part of his pedagogical stance in creating an
environment for his students to feel safe to learn and safe to express their feelings and ideas.
Michael’s early educational experiences clearly shaped the way that he thinks about his
role as a teacher now, specifically in terms of the ways in which teachers relate to students. In
later interviews he will state, “I know every single student, whether I have them in my class or
not, any kid who walks into that building. I could tell you, you know, I have a relationship,
whether they’re my student or not, just from someone walking in the hallway.” That Michael
makes a point of having relationships with students, even when they are not on his roster, is an
intentional act that can be traced back to his early experiences of being treated negatively by his
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own teachers (one of his teachers wrote on his report card “thinks he’s smarter than the
teachers”) and observing his teachers treat his peers in negative or emotionally indifferent ways,
even in emotionally fraught moments (9/11). When he reflects on the long-lasting impact of this
treatment, he says, “it was to, phew, like just become more reserved, more, um, afraid to give an
answer, afraid to…speak my mind…I’ve gotten better at it recently, but…I remember if I raised
my hand, my hand would start shaking…that is definitely something that developed within me
and in my mind.” As a researcher, it feels particularly important that he has expressed this to me
because I am able to understand that his decision to participate in this study and “speak his
mind” is not easy for Michael.
As Michael moves his way from high school and into college, he describes his decision
about choosing a college as “the road not taken, versus the road taken,” which is rooted in a “fear
of making decisions” and “taking the path of least resistance” caused by the mistreatment and
emotional indifference he observed and experienced in K-12. Michael had offers of admissions
from New York University (NYU) and the University of Pennsylvania (Penn). His early
educational experiences had planted this feeling that he was not “worthy,” which led to what he
labels as “classic imposter syndrome,” which he explains as, “feeling that you kinda tricked
everybody into thinking that you were better than you are.” Michael chose to attend NYU as a
“compromise” to himself, “like I’m not up for the challenge of an Ivy League school…but I
don’t wanna not completely challenge myself…so here’s this in-between.” This feeling would
play out in college seminars as Michael would not speak because he felt, “like he really knew
nothing,” which was clearly not true, but the idea of sharing his ideas and thoughts developed
into a fear of public speaking. Michael graduated from college with a degree in History at the
height of the global financial crisis in 2009. In the United States, this period is considered the
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worst economic disaster since the Great Depression. For Michael, this meant that there were not
many secure employment opportunities in his field. He had been encouraged by a professor to
get some real-world experience and then attend graduate school to further his studies in History.
Michael chose to attend graduate school after one year of studying for the GRE as
employment opportunities continued to be grim for someone with “no marketable skills.” He
entered graduate school with “all of those inferiority complexes…” While he found himself
paralyzed by the environment, he passed his first exam with distinction. This was not celebrated
by his department and instead Michael found another educational institutional bubble popped by
comments like, “never expected that from you” or “I can’t believe you did that.” He says, “I
came to a point where I realized, I did not love it, like I-...I- I just, I just didn’t love it, and I
looked at everybody, er, you know, can I really, like to be good at this, to be what you needed to
be, this needs to be everything, this needs to be your entire being, you need to throw at this, and
I- I just didn’t have that. So, um, I was ready to leave.” His tug-of-war with purpose and worth
manifested itself physically and the one person who saw his struggle was his advisor. She called
him on the eve of his oral exams and said, “you’re not taking this test tomorrow, you can’t do
this.” Michaels recalls this moment as her looking out for him and instead of saying, “I’m
getting you out of this program,” which is what he was expecting, she said, “we’re gonna get
through this.” She saw Michael’s humanity in this moment and Michael felt seen – he said, “I
should have felt shame, I should have felt embarrassed, [but I] was just so relieved.” This
experience marked a turning point in Michael’s map where he decides to leave academia and
apply for the New York City Teaching Fellows. He laughs, self-deprecatingly, about this
decision while saying, “you know what, I’ll become a teacher, that seems like a good
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plan...everything before in my life has shown that I could be good at that, right? No. Absolutely
not.”
alma’s route

Figure 9: Alma’s Map

Alma and I discussed her journey to working in a self-contained environment over the
course of two interviews. Alma met with me over Zoom, her infant cradled in her arms. Her
child was only a few weeks old at the time and it was clear that her concentration was divided
between being in the moment with her baby and thinking about all the things that had gotten her
to that moment. In our first meeting, she laid out her path, but stated that she felt disorganized
and asked me if she could work on her map and return to it in our second session. I was
unprepared for her product. Alma had made a PowerPoint presentation (with nine slides) to map
out her journey! This felt like such a teacher-student, final assignment moment. Alma then
proceeded to present her slides, talking me through educational experiences and relationships
that brought her to a self-contained setting. The title of Alma’s presentation is, “My Route to
Becoming a New York City Teacher!”
I remember thinking to myself that it was interesting that rather than focus on being an
educator in a self-contained setting, Alma labeled herself as a “New York City teacher” and not
educator. While to some the difference between the words ‘teacher’ and ‘educator’ may be
synonymous – there is a difference to me and many in the profession. I intentionally use the
term ‘teacher’ when I am talking about my everyday life in the classroom; I feel some pride
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when I introduce myself to others as a “city public school teacher.” Teacher, to me, is my raw,
roll your sleeves up, daily persona. Being an educator is more about my craft and pedagogical
philosophy, my way of thinking about knowledge creation. It is almost like I am an educator
when I think about my hopes, dreams, and possibilities of education (being inside Michael’s
bubble) and the bullets and arrows are my day-to-day teaching and interactions with the life of
schooling. Alma described how her parents had “embedded” the idea that she needed a “union
job” for “job security.” I understood, “teacher” for Alma represented this idea of a job and job
security, which is how her parents wanted her to think about the role of work in her life. As she
states, “I knew little to nothing of what I was really getting myself into or if I really wanted to be
a teacher. I just knew I wanted a Master’s degree and to be able to have a job that would allow
time with my future family.” For Alma, the decision to become a teacher was about economic
security and deciding to work in a self-contained setting would make her more marketable.
Alma begins her slideshow with a slide dedicated to her K-8 experiences. At the bottom
of this slide, there are two images, one of the word “dream” on a purple background and the
other image is of a dancer jumping through the air. She begins by explaining that she “had this
really difficult time kind of imagining myself being something…I didn’t really know what I
wanted to become.” She enjoyed dancing, writing poetry, and singing and considered becoming
a choreographer or song writer. When it came time to decide on a high school, a teacher offered
to help her with a recommendation for a specialized high school, but “my parents…did not know
how to navigate…the steps in order to help me…this caused me to miss my opportunity.”
Alma speaks of her parents as working class who found union labor and job security that
gave them “a level up from what they used to do, but not by much…it was just getting by
working class and still in poverty.” The guidance from her parents to seek out unionized
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employment overshadowed her ideas of pursuing work in the entertainment industry. There are
three images on the “high school” slide: a person running in the top left corner; the words “job
security” in the top right; and the word “UNION” in all capital letters on a red background at the
bottom of the page. These three images seem to squeeze Alma’s high school experiences into
the center of the page. The text is composed of a conversation between her and her parents in
which she says, “I did what I could to get by and get out as fast as I could,” and her parents
responded, “do your best. When you get out of high school, we at the very least want you to get
an Associate’s degree. It is more than what we received. Start looking for union jobs so you
have job security.”
The fourth slide in Alma’s presentation is entitled, “where is the finish line for me?” She
begins by explaining that this slide is meant to show what she was thinking about as high school
was ending. She says, “regardless of what my parents wanted and regardless of what I wanted
when I was younger, obviously, I…I couldn’t envision what that looked like, and I kind of felt
like my dream passed me by, so I didn’t know what to do from there…” There is an image of a
cliff rising from the midst of clouds in a misty pinky sun haze. If you look very closely, there is
a building, all by itself, perched near the edge of the cliff. The text on the slide is a description
of an English class that Alma took in high school called, “The Devil in Literature.” She told me
how this class and the teacher is what made her think about becoming a teacher. She describes
that “he was engaging to talk to…he talked to you…he was sort of your friend, but still someone
that you would respect…he definitely made all his students feel loved.” And on the next slide,
she shares a conversation she had with him about becoming a teacher. He said, “ironically
enough, don’t do it. Don’t do it….it isn’t worth the money for the amount of work that you have
to do and…I miss my family constantly because I am always busy working here and at home.”

110
The image of the cliff could be Alma imagining herself at the precipice without a clear direction
of where to go or what to do next. It also could symbolize the way that her teacher described
teaching – “I miss my family constantly” – may have left Alma with the idea that if she chooses
teaching as her occupation, she will be lonely.
In her final slides, Alma’s titles suggest an impatience with a lack of direction. Slide Six
is entitled, “where to now?”; Slide Seven, “After 2 years…Now what?”; and Slide Eight, “Now
What?” Like high school, she approaches her Associate’s degree with the idea of “running
through there, I wanted to get out as fast as I can,” but in the rush, she felt unsettled without a
clear direction. “Basically, I felt like, okay, well, I got this Associate’s degree my parents were
talking about, now, where am I going? What’s my next step?” Alma reaches the end of her
college career and decides to apply to the New York City Teaching Fellows. And here she says,
“So, I’m gonna openly say this, even though I grew up in New York City…I was a part of New
York City public schools. I did not know anything, not a single thing about [self-contained
settings]. I did not know that they existed.”
So much of Alma’s route working as a NYC teacher was determined by her parents’
desire for her to have job security through the attainment of a union job. If I only had this
interview to work from, I would think that Alma’s motivation for becoming a teacher was more
about receiving a subsidized Master’s degree and having stable employment than it was a
motivation to work in a school as a teacher. In many ways, I think that Alma’s most revealing
statement was, “I did not know anything, not a single think about [self-contained spaces].” This
speaks to why it is not until later, after working as a classroom teacher for a while, that she lands
on her motivation within the field of education. In later interviews, she reveals a desire to do
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something more than teach, a desire to change the system that she sees as “feeding the school to
prison pipeline.”
tamara’s little bit of everything

Figure 10: Tamara’s Map

Tamara’s map took the form of a list. She characterized it as “a little bit of everything”
beginning with playing teacher with her cousin (who also became a teacher). They both were
influenced by an older cousin, who was a teacher, that used to tell them stories about teaching.
Tamara is only one of two participants who discussed having educators in their families.
Interestingly, the other participant, Anna, said that because her parents were teachers, she had no
interest in that job. Tamara was very nostalgic about playing teacher and hearing the stories
from her cousin. It was clear from her early learning experiences that language and relationships
played a big role in her development. Tamara plays the role of translator for her Spanishspeaking parents, even today. Throughout her educational career, Tamara had teachers who
made a point of supporting her need to understand concepts in Spanish and English. She
remembers an eighth-grade math teacher who worked with students in small groups after school
and spent time translating things into Spanish for her so that she could understand things better.
As she explains, “the opportunity for a teacher to just move to the side and talk to me in both
languages and do it like privately, it really helped me.” Tamara attended a predominantly Black
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high school, which was a new experience for her as she had gone to elementary and middle
school with mostly Puerto Rican and Dominican kids. In high school, she felt an intimidating
pressure to speak English, but eventually felt more comfortable as she made friends who were
interested in learning Spanish. She, like Michael, also experienced being in a self-contained
“honors” group. Though she says, “I don’t know really why, how that happened. But I know
that I was in that and it worked wonders for me, I did really well in that setting.” Tamara was
able to travel to China for a month and a half to learn about education and culture. Of this
experience, she says, “I was always interested in education and somehow got connected to a lot
of different programs that talk and focus heavily on education.” In high school, Tamara learned
from her mother that her older brother had been in special education. She remembers that, “I
was really in shock, because at that time, special education in my high school, I remember was in
the basement. So, it was that idea of like you really stayed away from those students and that’s
the experience he had, it was disappointing and I remember thinking, man, like that must have
been embarrassing for him and like that’s why he’s so against school.” Tamara’s memory of
special education classes being in the basement of her school – hidden to the rest of the school
population, speaks to the historical and present-day erasure of students with disabilities.
Tamara then shifted to talking about her college experiences. She felt that college was
where “I think I started to lose a little bit of my insecurities and started to feel more
comfortable.” After college she did not feel an immediate pressure from her parents to begin a
career – they wanted her to be happy. She felt strongly about wanting to work with students, but
not necessarily as a teacher. After spending time as a counselor in a sleepaway camp, she was
invited to work in an afterschool program with schools that had attendance issues. She explains
that the program was intended to be a dropout prevention program. The students were described
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to her as “special ed, difficult kids” and to “be careful, the behavior is really really aggressive.”
The expectation was that she and her co-workers were to expose the students to things that they
were not used to – out of their neighborhoods and out of the city as a way to get them interested
in attending school. Tamara thought this was going to be pretty exciting and positioned herself
as someone who also was not used to a lot of things outside of the city (though she had attended
college in upstate New York and had traveled abroad). Her first year as a counselor in this
program would be at the school that, years later, she would return to as a teacher.
I remember what stood out to me was, I loved the idea of smaller classes. I also realized
the family vibe and family feel and there was so much focus on students’ disabilities. I
think going back to my own high school experiences of seeing special ed students being
walked around the building, there was never a conversation about them. It almost
seemed like really negative and dark. And then coming to [this school] it was like, ‘these
are our kids and this is what they had and this is their IEP, this is not like negative, which
was my mindset. But because everyone had so much knowledge on it, it caught my
attention like this is not a place where it is negative.
Tamara’s program moved to another school that was a much larger setting. She noticed that the
students had different labels, “It wasn’t so many emotionally disturbed students, it was more
learning disabilities and lite medical stuff like diabetes and asthma, which was different. And
then I went to get my Master’s in special ed because by then I knew for sure that’s the population
I wanted to work with.” Here Tamara identifies that she wants to work in special education and
by population, she does not mean a particular label. This identification positions her differently
from some of the other educators in this study as she is specific about wanting to work in special
education, but not specific in terms of whom she wants to work with. After completing her
graduate degree, she worked in a charter school and then returned to the first school she worked
during her afterschool years, a self-contained special education high school program.
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Type Two: Occupational Experience Map—Mark

Figure 11: Mark’s Map

Mark narrated his path to working in a self-contained setting in a succinct and direct
timeline. When Mark entered college, he had planned on entering the field of radiation
technology. As I listened to him tell this part of his story, it did not surprise me. As an accidentprone individual, I have had the pleasure of many an x-ray and Mark’s easy manner and ability
to connect with people would have been an asset in this field. However, he felt “unprepared
from high school” and so changed his major to computer information systems, which also did not
work out. He took a break from school and learned of the human services field, which turned out
to be a perfect fit. Mark then moves across his timeline stopping to talk about each of the places
where he worked, including a specialized group home for gay, bisexual, trans, and questioning
“man-identified males,” which was the only home of its kind at the time; a hospice shelter for
people with HIV and AIDS; a foster care prevention organization; and an outpatient abuse
treatment program. He sees working in a school as a place where he gets to use all of the skills
that he developed along the way. Mark did not identify a specific reason why he wanted to work
in a school or self-contained environment, but is clear how he sees his experiences all fitting
together in a school setting. A friend of his “planted a seed” and he decided to give it a try.
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Type Three: Injustice Experience Maps—Billy and Wendy

Figure 12: Billy’s Map

Before drawing her map, Billy began by telling me that she never planned on becoming a
teacher; she had intended to become a lawyer and work in juvenile justice with a particular
interest in young Black men. After college, she was working as an administrative assistant, but
felt there was no potential for growth. She was chaperoning a field trip for her son’s class and
had an experience with one of his classmates that propelled her towards becoming a special
education teacher. She saw that the teacher was absolutely exasperated by a student in the class.
She says, “for whatever reason the little boy stayed with me for the field trip, we had a great
time. But then every time the teacher would come to check on him, she would have something
really harsh to say to him. I was like ‘maybe I can offer a kid like this something different in the
classroom. So, I applied to the Fellows and I wanted special education, immediately. That’s
where I started, where I was placed. Didn’t understand what I was signing up for fully, but I
wouldn’t change it.”
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After Billy finished telling me about her experiences with the boy, I asked if she were to
draw out her journey to self-contained settings, where would her map begin? At the top of her
map, there is a drawing of a newspaper, a TV, and a podium. These drawings symbolize a
speech that Billy gave to her entire high school during her senior year as part of a graduation
requirement. She describes her experience giving this speech in a predominantly white prep
school in Virginia:
The kids were really rich and I wasn’t. I’m coming from Brooklyn. Looking back, I
realize a lot of micro-aggressions and racially-based comments were made to me by a
couple of teachers. I didn’t want that feeling and I didn’t want anyone else to ever have
that feeling. Um and Black boys, it was because it just seemed like they were always the
ones in trouble or in the news. I don’t remember hearing stories about Black girls getting
arrested, not saying it didn’t happen, but I didn’t get to hear those stories.
So, if I knew, as a girl, that’s how I was feeling and being treated, it has to be ten times
worse for Black boys and that’s not okay. It was scary [giving the speech], but in my
senior year, I really felt invincible so I felt like this was something that needed to be
spoken about. I felt like it had to be said so that no one in my audience could ever say,
“well, no one ever told me,” or “I never heard that before.” I didn’t expect to be accepted
or applauded for it. But I wanted to put it out there.
Later in the interview Billy returns to the speech and says, “I don’t like to ruffle feathers, or at
least I didn’t like to ruffle feathers, but things just kept happening in the media and at school and
it just wasn’t right, the way the teachers get to speak to some students.” The connection that
Billy makes between her experiences of micro-aggressions and the images of Black boys in the
media compelled Billy to use her voice to call attention to the disparities in treatment that she
was observing and experiencing. On her map, she connects the speech to the scales, a symbol
for justice, which is crossed out with a red slash. All she says here is, “law didn’t work out” and
then there is an arrow connecting the scales to her experience with the boy on the field trip.
While she does not directly reference her school experiences, she says, “someone could treat you
like that too and that’s not okay.” In listening to her interview again, I cannot help but connect
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her experiences with the teachers at the school in Virginia mistreating her with the way in which
she saw the boy on the field trip get treated. In high school, she felt a desire to use her voice to
call attention to systemic injustice and, as an adult, she was motivated to become an educator
because she “didn’t want anyone else to have that feeling.” As she was considering becoming an
educator, she had a conversation with her grandmother who told Billy, “no one ever has the right
to turn a child off to learning.” Billy’s desire to enter the classroom was rooted in a desire to
push back on the ways in which she saw and experienced educational injustice.
Wendy had two distinct experiences of injustice that she talked about in relation to her
map.

Figure 13: Wendy’s Map

Her map begins with law school, again symbolized by the scales of justice. There is an arrow
beneath the scales pointing to “Children’s Law Center.” Next to the scales, there is a drawing of
a person (I assume it is supposed to be Wendy) who has a thought bubble near her head. Inside
the thought bubble are the words, “FUN! HELPFUL.” Wendy’s use of the word ‘helpful’ is
important as it positions her as someone who wants to do something for other people. During
her time at the Children’s Law Center, Wendy worked as an attorney in dependency court. She
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talked about working on a case of a girl who had been removed from her home and was also a
parent. The girl was picked up by the police for prostitution, though she was just hanging out
with a friend on a corner. The judge made a decision to send her to jail even though she was not
yet eighteen, which meant losing custody of her daughter. It is this moment in which Wendy
recounts, “just seeing how devastating the system can be.” Due to a number of reasons, Wendy
was not able to continue working as an attorney in public interest law. She did not want to work
as a corporate attorney and so turned her attention to other job possibilities. She used the website
“Idealist,” which is a job-hunting site that caters to “people who want to do good.” In the center
of her map, you can see the word “Idealist” in pink letters surrounded by a rectangle. The theme
of altruism is deeply felt in Wendy’s map and narrative.
Wendy’s second story involved a “quasi-family member” who had been abandoned at a
state facility in the 1950s. This person used to come to Wendy’s house on holidays and Wendy
said that this resulted in a desire to want to help. She sees working in special education as a way
to help, but feels conflicted about the way the system is structured. When Wendy reflects on
deciding to be in a self-contained setting, she says, “I struggle with [self-contained programs]
and the whole system and set-up, but at the end of the day, the kids deserve people who care
about them and people who are smart and not just, like the bottom of the barrel.” Like Billy,
Tamara, and Michael, Wendy also sees possibilities in working with kids who have been pushed
to the margins of the educational system. But, like Michael, Tamara, and Alma, Wendy also
questions whether self-contained places are where the work needs to happen.
The educators’ maps provide a visual to understanding the ways in which their identities
as educators were developed by the systems and structures that they interacted with as they made
life-decisions that would lead them to self-contained settings. The three types of maps:
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educational experience maps, occupational experience maps, and injustice experience maps offer
different perspectives beyond a basic resume to understand what it may mean to be qualified to
be an educator. As discussed in Chapter Four, educators who work in self-contained settings are
considered some of the most underqualified educators in the school system. As demonstrated by
the maps and experiences shared by the educators in this study, when we take into account life
experiences – such as exposure to injustice, which results in a desire to enact change; schooling
experiences that make you realize how you treat people may matter more than what you teach;
and a deep knowledge of human and social service agencies, which provides you with a broad
understanding of the systems that inform and control students’ lives – I would argue that these
educators are uniquely qualified in ways that are not measurable or valued in the current
educational system.
Part Two: Remember Who You Wanted to Be:
Relationship to the Vocation of Teaching & Special Education
There is a lot to be learned about how self-contained educational spaces are maintained
by thinking, talking, and listening to the ways in which people are
attracted
forced
abandoned
resigned
mandated
chosen
chose
to work and learn in self-contained
spaces & places.
It is remarkable to me that eleven out of the twelve educational professionals who work/ed in
classrooms as educators (this does not include the counselors) indicated that they “never
intended to become teachers” or that working in education was not their original career path. I

120
have been thinking about this a lot as hearing those words repeatedly, gave me pause. As I
listened to their interviews, I identified that if asked about my journey to becoming a teacher in a
self-contained environment, I too might have used the statement, “I never wanted to be a
teacher.” Putting this caveat or disclaimer into their/our narratives about becoming educators
offered me a way to think about both my participants’ and my ways of making meaning of our
professional experiences as educators in self-contained environments. Though they offered that
they had “never plan[ned]” to become educators, they then moved to describing how they
decided to become an educator and, lastly, each participant went on to narrate how they chose to
work in a self-contained environment; as if to say, I am a teacher, BUT I teach here (in this selfcontained setting), which is not like being a regular teacher. The identification of this space
between “special ed” and “regular” is a repeated theme throughout all of the interviews, both
educators and former students. It is in this space that both subtle and glaringly overt acts of
resistance and expressions of desire occur. It is also a space that provides educators with a
purpose and identity. This act of verbally separating from the traditional discourses of “being a
teacher,” which is different from working as an educator in a self-contained setting, offers insight
into the specific ways in which many of these educational professionals understand their work in
self-contained environments. Educator participant Wendy explains the separation between being
an educator in a self-contained environment and a community school in this way: “it’s this idea
that, like, the bottom of the barrel who are going to go and teach these kids [in self-contained
settings] and it’s the elite people who go and teach at these fancy high schools.” This separation
also serves as a marker to their relationships to the field of education. They do not relate
positively to the initial idea of working as a teacher, but as they progress through the interviews,
they feel strong connections to working in self-contained environments as educators. This can
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be understood by listening to what the educators said about what changed their attitudes towards
teaching. For many, it was the prospect of educating young people who were caught up in other
systems – ACS, juvenile justice/family court, and/or mental health – and helping them get an
education that might open new doors for them. The educators in this study positioned
themselves as providing an urgent educational service, which is different from the work that
teachers do in a general education environment.
Many years ago, an administrator at my school found herself inspired by a bumper
sticker. She opened a staff meeting by telling us about the sticker, which stated, “remember who
you wanted to be.” Then she moved to imploring us (the staff) to both remember who we
wanted to be and to help our students remember who they wanted to be, the implication being
that none of us (staff and students) were where we wanted to be. It is a moment I will never
forget as I was so conflicted by this idea, and I was not the only one. Later, I asked my
colleagues how they felt about this idea and was met with confusion similar to my own. A friend
of mine said in response, “Whether I wanted to be a teacher when I was 12 is less relevant than
whether I want to be a teacher right now.” Now, this aphorism adorns classroom furniture,
bulletin boards, letterhead, and yearbooks – each time I encounter it, I feel challenged by its
assumptions and compelled to speak back to it – “I am who I wanted to be…right?”
These moments of occupational reflection and nostalgia take me to a conference that I
attended called, “Art as Weapon.” The conference was hosted by the Dreamyard Project in the
Bronx, as space to explore using art as a tool to fight for justice and resist oppression. At this
conference, I attended a “Radical Healing” training facilitated by Dr. Shawn Ginwright. During
this training, Dr. Ginwright had participants pair up and we were to look at each other. Only one
person was allowed to speak – the other person was actively listening and asking the question,
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“who are you?” Each time the person responded and seemed like they were done, we were to
ask the question again, “who are you?” After doing this for two minutes, you might imagine it
was pretty uncomfortable (at least for me). The purpose was to have us reveal the layers of our
identities and reflect on elements of ourselves that we may have buried. The reason for
including this anecdote is that it speaks to the journeys that the educational professionals shared
with me. Slowly but surely, the educators led me through the paths, decisions, and experiences
that brought them to working in a self-contained environment, where they want(ed) to be.
I did not plan on
becoming an
educator

Educator

...Special
Education?
Special
Education.

but...

I Never Planned on
Becoming an Educator

but…

…Special Education?
Self-Contained.

Michael

I never ever thought I
would become a teacher
ever. In my entire life, you
know? Like why would I
wanna do this, you know?
Like, (laughs), like how did
I, er, you know, how did I
get here?

I got an email that said,
“Hey, are you interested in
doing, uh, D75, students
with moderate to, moderate
to severe disabilities, um, if
you are just let us know?”
And I didn’t know what
D75 was, and I remember,
and it’s funny like this says
a lot about D75, it sucks
like this is how I ended up
here, like there’s no like
life-long like, “I am
committed to blah, blah,
blah, blah, blah.” So, yeah,
um, I was like, “Okay, um,
this, you know, special ed, I
could do that, um, that
might make me more
employable.”

Terry

I had debated whether I
wanted to go into education,
just because of my own
personal experiences in
high school and in middle
school, having run into a lot

You know what, I’ll
become a teacher, that
seems like a good
plan...everything before in
my life has shown that I
could be good at that, right?
No. Absolutely not… I
developed like a fear of
making decisions, I- I- I
took like the path of least
resistance. Um, I kind of, I
really think I fell into this
job, more so than I actively
sought it for sure-...that’s a
100 percent true…so I go
through the Fellows [New
York City Teaching
Fellows], um, so I signed
up, the Teaching Fellows to
do social studies, and I got
accepted to do social
studies…
I had basically decided it
around my junior year that I
would major in history
because I enjoyed history,
and that I would pursue
some sort of educational

Special education appealed
to me just basically from
my own personal
experience of having run
into one too many people
that can only see education
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Wendy

Billy

of people that claimed to be
educators, but couldn’t
really think outside the box
or couldn’t really adjust to
any of my own personal
learning needs. And the
feelings of isolation that
that had caused for me.
But I will say, like, I mean,
one of the reasons that I was
not opposed, like, because I
feel like some people are
like, I’m never gonna be a
teacher. I, at one point in
my life, did say I was gonna
be a teacher, right? It was
something like (laughing)
not out of the blue. It’s not
like, you know, I wanted to
be so many things when I
was growing up, a marine
biologist, a forensic
pathologist.

I had never had a plan to be
an educator. That was not
the plan.

program...I applied to
Hunter’s educational
program, which I got into,
and I applied to the New
York City Teaching
Fellows…
When I got laid off, my
mom was like, “Well, you
didn’t like that job anyway,
so why are you upset about
it?” And, I was like,
“That’s a valid point.” I
looked on Idealist (laughs)
for a new job because I
needed one, I wanted to do
public interest [law]. I
didn’t want to get a
corporate job and be bored
and awful. And I saw the
New York City Teaching
Fellows was hiring and I
applied. I said, why not?
My brother was going to
New York. I would get to
work with kids. I could go
to more school. I like
school. Um, and I would
have a paying job, and, uh,
it sounded intriguing to
me…
On a field trip with [my
son], there was one student
that the teacher just she was
exasperated by him, she
didn’t know what to do with
him. And for whatever
reason, he...the little boy
stayed with me for the field
trip, we had a great time.
But every time the teacher
would come check on him,
she would have something
really harsh to say to him,
um, and right then I was
like, “Well, maybe I can
offer a kid like this
something different in the
classroom.” So, then I
applied to the Fellows…

in one way. With the
Teaching Fellows, I said,
particularly that I would
work in special education.
Specifically, I pursued jobs
in Manhattan, teaching
standardized assessment
history.
I know based upon that
whole application process
that the only place I would
have been able to fit in was
in their special education
arena. And that for me,
was, like, personally
important.

I wanted special education
immediately. Um. But I
didn’t realize what I was
asking for at that point.
(laughs) And so with the
Fellows, um, my training
placement was in a selfcontained, special education
classroom and, um, so it’s
what I know. That’s where
I, I started, where I was
placed. Didn’t understand
what I was signing up for
fully, but I wouldn’t change
it.
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Lydia

If you had told me that I
will be working with kids, I
would have laughed at you.
You know, cuz I didn’t like,
I’m gonna be honest with
you. I didn’t, you know,
um like kids…

Alma

I knew little to nothing of
what I was really getting
myself into or if I really
wanted to be a teacher.

I wanted something with
medical, with a pension you
know that’s what I wanted,
but I didn't know what you
know exactly what to call it
then. But I knew I wanted
to be with something where
I got some savings…a
friend of mine said do you
want to work in school?
And I say, oh, god, I don’t
want to work with kids.
And they was like, just take
a chance you know, I think
you will be good at it. You
know, he was like, you
know, you might want to do
it, you know, and I was like
oh and I really was fighting
it, like nah, I don’t want to
do that. So, I’m sitting
there and I decided, okay,
let’s walk into [the school]
and fill out the papers…
I spoke in the past about
being a teacher and here I
am, there’s this program
that exists about becoming a
teacher and helping you pay
for school, which was
number one on my list. So,
I was like, okay, let’s do
that. So, I applied, I didn’t
know if I was gonna get in
and I don’t know what the
process looked like, I just
kind of winged it. So that’s
what I did…

They didn’t give you no
training, there was no
orientation. There was
none of that you didn’t even
know the population. But
I’ll tell you this, if I had my
choice, which I do – to
work with regular ed or
special ed, I’ll stay with
special ed. I will say...it’s,
that could be me. Those are
the ones that nobody
listened to; nobody hear
them; everybody think “oh
no! they’re problem
kids”…I realized what I
really liked working with
the problem kids
who…were angry. You not
only angry; you’re angry,
you were afraid, you alone.
I’ve been there.
I came across an application
that they were looking for
specific teachers, specific
people to become teachers
in D75, which obviously
would mean that you would
have a special education
license. So I said, okay,
well, listen, I’m trying to
get it. So this is what I’m
gonna do it, this is what you
mean. And it’s a very
specific portion of the
application you need to
apply for, so I applied and I
was like, let me see what
happens. You never know.
And although English was
kinda what I was gearing
towards, I didn’t know what
special education would
look like…You know, this
is something new to me, I
wanna work hard, I wanna
do this, but I don’t wanna
take a job that I don’t think
is gonna be a good fit for
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Anna

Growing up, I swore up and
down, I was not going to be
a teacher.

Tamara

Knowing that I wanted to
be, I wanted to work with
students, but not necessarily
knowing for sure that it was
education, that it was
teaching, you know, so it
was always like, what
should I do?

Victor

My parents suggested, why
don’t you try being the sub
para it’s super flexible…the
pay is decent and you’re
unionized. So you’ll have
some semblance of a decent
workspace…And after a
while, I actually, I traveled,
I was able to travel a bit and
I remember on that trip
thinking, why am I gonna
struggle so much to be a
director and not know
where my paychecks are
coming from when I like, I
really like actually working
in special ed?
I wanted to work with
students…and the camp
director pulled out a couple
of us at the end of the
summer and saying that he
saw something in us and
something that he knew that
like we were interested in
students were interested in
working with kids and he
wanted to offer us to work
in the Department of
Education to work at a
school with low-income
students that were
struggling with their
attendance, it was a
Dropout Prevention
Program.

me, or a good fit for the
kids that I’m gonna be
teaching hypothetically…
In that school it was a lot of
like non-verbal, and you
know, we had some verbal
kids we had, you know,
kids need bathroom
assistance, stuff like that.
So, when I got my license, I
fully intended actually on
just seeing if I could work
at that school. That didn’t
work out. I ended up where
I am now, which I actually
like better.

And then, then I went to get
my Master’s at City College
in special ed because by
then I knew for sure I
wanted that’s the population
I wanted to work with…I
feel like I, I know that I like
this population. I like
working in a small setting, I
know that I have questioned
a lot about the things that
we do and how we do it,
and how effective we’re
doing it. And I think that’s
a lot of my struggles, like I,
I really like this population
and where I work at. But I
wish that we could do
things a little differently,
and we can support them
more. So that’s, that’s kind
of where I’m at right now.
As a young person always
The breeding ground for me Becoming a teacher, just
wanted to be an attorney.
going into education.
having the experience of
That was my dream to be an Because one of the things
being an attorney and
attorney. And I’m a person that were the things that I
seeing these young men and
of faith and I always pray,
experienced on a regular
wanting to have an impact
God allow me to become an basis, were seeing single
on their life. When I went
attorney, whatever you want parents, primarily women of to the school and I saw
me to do, I would do later
color, coming into the legal immediately there were
on in life, right? But let me courtroom with their sons,
issues in the building that I
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experience that, you know,
no one to do that. So that
came to fruition. I became
an attorney.

TP

I was working for ACS at
the time as a child
protective specialist in East
New York, Brownsville.
And at the time, this was in
the early 2000s. And there
were so many child deaths
happening. It was just
unbelievable. And I found
myself becoming
desensitized to a lot of the
things that I was seeing,
hmm. And that’s when I
said, okay, something’s got
to change…

teenage boys
predominantly, who were
doing minor crime, nothing
major, but they were
constantly being arrested
and brought to the system.
And as I was prosecuting
these types of cases, the
thing that kept going
through my mind was, how
can I reach these young
men before they come into
this court?

noticed. “You sure you
want to do this job here in
this setting?” And I’m like,
without a doubt, yes, this is
where I want to be. And
I’ve been in that building
since 2001. The first day I
walked in the building, I
was in the main office and
there was a major incident.
There was a fight; a dean is
trying to restrain the
students and back and forth,
the cursing, the
yelling…Then [the
principal said] this is the
typical thing that we have to
deal with here. It’s not only
about academics, it’s about
behavior management and
those type of things that
you’re going to spend a lot
of time dealing with. So, if
you really want to be an
educator, just solely dealing
with the academic
component, and not to be
concerned with the behavior
issue, then this may not be
the place for you. And I
was like, no, this is a place
for me…no idea that it was
District 75.
It was an educational
I applied and they [the NYC
neglect case. And it was
Teaching Fellow] let me in.
twin brothers and visit at
I knew I always wanted to
their school. The entire
be in special ed. I didn’t
experience when I left
know much about District
there, I looked at him and I
75 because I’m not a native
said, I completely
New Yorker. So when I
understand why you don’t
heard about District 75, I
want to go to school every
was like, yeah, that’s great.
day. The interaction with
That’s what I want to be…I
the staff from the moment
want to go where the tough
we walked through the
kids are, like that’s exactly
door, to the time we left, not where I feel like I should
one single person cared
be, I ended up in District
about anything going on
75, and a high school.
with these two kids, they
Easy, self-contained and it
were living with the
was honestly the best
grandmother. The mother
experience I ever had.
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Spike

You know, I did some
oddball jobs. I was trying
to figure it out, and then I
decided that I was to go
back to school, to go to med
school…

Table 8: I Never Thought I’d Be

had mental health issues.
The older brother had
mental health issues, and
they were fighting with all
possible mental health
issues. And at that point, I
said to myself, okay, this is
where I need to make a
change. This is the
direction I need to go with.
And I was talking to a
friend of mine, and she’s
like, well, I applied for the
Teaching Fellows. And I
was like, what is that? So
she told me about the
program and I said, okay,
let’s see what happens.
Maybe they’ll let me in.
I’m sitting in the guy’s
office for the chairman of
the special ed department,
and I’m telling him, I’m
thinking maybe I would
take a special ed course or
something. He looked at
me and said, “how would
you like to get a Master’s in
special ed, we have some
openings.” So I said,
“what’s the deal?” He said,
“it’s a one-year deal.” I
figured what the hell and I
could do med school
another time. I mean,
literally, that’s exactly how
I, I ended up starting…

I met a principal of a 600
school in Park Slope,
Brooklyn…And he said,
“Listen, I have this school.
The kids are a little wild.
The school day is only 8-2,
everybody is on a first name
basis. Okay. And if you
can keep the kids in their
seats, you’re doing a great
job. It’s a tough job, but if
you have a good heart, you
should be fine. A little
muscle, a good heart…”
That’s the, that was the
setting, it was a 600 school,
that’s what they called it. I
lasted there for six months
and I couldn’t take it, it was
so brutal…I went to see my
old principal and he said,
“Spike, if I could put you in
any place, I’d put you in a
psychiatric hospital.” And I
said, “Come on, let’s not
joke.” He said, “No, I’m
serious. I’m serious. I have
a job opening.” …when I
started teaching, I was, it
was always going to be selfcontained.
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The chart above serves to synthesize the journey that each educator took from not
wanting to work in education to working in a self-contained setting. For some, the decision was
rooted in a personal experience that motivated them to want to do something; for others, it was a
natural progression; and for others, it was the only place that they felt they belonged. For those
educators who were part of the New York City Teaching Fellows program, it was a means to
furthering education, to securing employment, and/or wanting to participate in a program that
would get them a teaching license in a non-traditional way. Looking at the educators’ shifts
from initially not planning to teach to working in self-contained settings speaks to the
commitment this group of educators has to working with this group of students, specifically.
This commitment shows in statements like Lydia’s, who says:
But I’ll tell you this, if I had my choice, which I do – to work with regular ed or special
ed, I’ll stay with special ed. I will say...it’s, that could be me. Those are the ones that
nobody listened to; nobody hear them; everybody think “oh no! they’re problem kids”…
I realized what I really liked working with the problem kids who…were angry. You not
only angry; you’re angry, you were afraid, you alone. I’ve been there.
Or, in Victor’s words:
There was a fight; a dean is trying to restrain the students and back and forth, the cursing,
the yelling…Then [the principal said] this is the typical thing that we have to deal with
here. It’s not only about academics, it’s about behavior management and those type of
things that you’re going to spend a lot of time dealing with. So, if you really want to be
an educator, just solely dealing with the academic component, and not to be concerned
with the behavior issue, then this may not be the place for you. And I was like, No, this
is a place for me…
The words of the former students are echoed in the words of the educators: “this is a place for
me.” The educators are clear that they each made and continue to make a choice to stay working
in self-contained settings, even with all of the frustrations and risk. They choose to stay because
it is a place where they feel a sense of belonging.
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addressing the elephant in the chart

Figure 14: Image Description: Ad above doors on NYC subway. White text on black
background reads, “You remember your first grade teacher’s name. Who will remember yours?”
(http://americangirlsinmoscow.blogspot.com/2009/01/inspiration-in-subway.html)

In Chapter Four, there is a footnote that says, “according to nycteachingfellows.org, 22%
of all special education teachers in NYC are New York City Teaching Fellows” (including the
author of this study). Since their inception in 2000, the Teaching Fellows (commonly referred to
as NYCTF or The Fellows) have played an important role in shaping the workforce and narrative
of special education in NYC. Of the fourteen educators in this study, eleven identified that they
worked as classroom teachers at some point in their careers. Of this eleven, six identified the
NYCTF as their pathway to working in self-contained environments (seven, including myself).
None of the participants who were Fellows had any prior knowledge of District 75 before
agreeing to work in a self-contained environment. I have a very clear memory, similar to that of
Billy, Alma, and Michael, of completing my application to the Fellows and noticing a box that
just read, “would you be interested in working in District 75?” I had no idea what that meant,
but I knew I wanted to work as a teacher and felt that checking that box would increase the
likelihood that I would get accepted.
NYCTF was created in response to what was characterized as a “teacher shortage.” The
historical concept of “teacher shortage” has existed since at least the Great Depression, if not
earlier (Sherratt, 2016). New York State created a “qualified teacher shortage” in 1998 by
mandating that all teachers in New York City public schools, which it was overseeing at the
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time, satisfy exam and course requirements to become certified teachers by 2003 or they would
be phased out. According to the United Federation of Teachers (2004), by the year 2000 more
than 17% of NYC teachers had not completed the requirements for teacher certification. In the
area of special education, 1/3 of teachers did meet the state’s criteria for licensure (p. 2). The
largest demographic group to have suffered in this policy shift were Black male teachers.
According to the Research Alliance for New York City Schools (2021), in 2003-2004 (the first
full year after the phase out), there were 3,600 Black male teachers and in 2015-2016 there were
2,750 Black male teachers. This accounts for a 1% drop in Black male teachers in NYC public
schools. The numbers of white, Latino, and Asian male teachers have remained relatively
consistent across time (para 4).
In essence, the state’s new requirements artificially created a shortage, which allowed for
the investment in a new force of teachers in New York City shaped by market-driven school
reform. Since the inception of the program, the Teaching Fellows now accounts for 12% of the
city’s teaching force (https://nycteachingfellows.org/our-history). I am arguing that marketdriven neoliberal policies – high-stakes testing, charter schools, centrality of data, standardsbased accountability, value added measures, etc. – have contributed to structures that maintain
whiteness as the standard for which “qualified” educators are measured. While alternative
certification programs are significantly more diverse than traditional certification programs
offered through colleges and universities, this market-driven force is shaped by city, state, and
federal policies that continue to position K-12 schooling as sites of cultural reproduction (TNTP,
2020). At the surface, having professional requirements for teachers is not something that most
would argue with, however, the criteria that the state defined as necessary has been thoroughly
critiqued, particularly for the ways in which it has maintained the whiteness of the teaching
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force (Picower & Mayorga, 2015; Ravitch, 2013, 2015; Jacobson, 2020; Will, 2019; Tuck, 2016;
Bernard, Kaufman, Kohan & Mitoma, 2019; & Jourdain, 2018).
The mission of the NYCTF is to train teachers to work in high needs subject areas: math,
science, Spanish, and special education. On their website, the Fellows claim that uncertified
teachers led to “persistent achievement gaps and low graduation rates among Black and Hispanic
students” (New York City Teaching Fellows, 2021). What we know is that the “achievement
gap” discourse is perpetuated by neoliberal policies that seek to use accountability measures as a
way to justify standardization, privatization, and corporatization of public education in the name
of “closing the gap.” Gloria Ladson-Billings (2006) argues that the achievement gap discourse
does little to remedy generations of “historical, economic, sociopolitical and moral decisions and
policies that…have created an education debt” (p. 5). By continuing to concentrate on the
development of programs and policies to close the achievement gap, structures that maintain
educational inequity are reinforced.
The system depends upon people, desperate for steady employment (Michael), who want
a subsidized graduate education (Alma and Terry), and/or an opportunity to have an impact
(Wendy, Emily, Billy, and TP). The Teaching Fellows is not about structural change, it is about
an investment in maintaining a discourse of the achievement gap. The question I am leaving
here, for another time, is who benefits from this discourse?
In this chapter, different types of maps were analyzed as a means to explore and explain
the pathways that the educators took to working in self-contained educational spaces. Michael,
Alma, and Tamara created educational experience maps; Mark drew an occupational experience
map; and Billy and Wendy drew injustice experience maps. Each of these ways of mapping and
narrating journeys to self-contained educational spaces provided new ways of understanding why
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and how people come to work in self-contained settings. In section two of this chapter, the
educator narratives were used to show shifts from not wanting to work in education to
wanting/choosing to work in a self-contained environment to experiencing a sense of belonging
in their professional environment. These counter-narratives show how the educators
simultaneously embrace and reject the ways in which special education is reduced to a service
and yet offer possibility to some who step over the threshold.
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Chapter Seven:
Conclusions and Continued Wonderings
If a place is willing to tell a different story
—a more honest story—
it would begin to see a different set of people visiting (Smith, 2021, p. 124)
The story I was told thirteen years ago: This is a school for kids who have been kicked out of
everywhere else. This is their last chance for a high school diploma.
The story that I told myself, thirteen years ago: This is an opportunity to be creative and make a
classroom space with kids so they will want to come and learn.
The story that I heard in this research: It was their last chance to earn a high school diploma
because of the stories that had been told about them.
The story that they want to tell: The former students all began school with desires –
to learn, be seen, to belong, and be understood.
For months now, I have been sitting with the concept of truth and the act of telling as I
reflect on the stories that were shared with me during the course of my research. This past
school year, in an effort to reduce exposure to Covid-19, I commuted by bike from my apartment
in Brooklyn to my school in mid-town Manhattan, passing the Brooklyn Museum on my way. In
May of 2021, the walls alongside the main plaza of the museum became the site of an installation
piece by Nick Cave entitled, “Truth Be Told.” The installation consists of the words “Truth Be
Told” “stretch[ed] across different planes of the Museum’s lower façade, commenting on how
words can be warped and distorted by those in power” (Brooklyn Museum, 2021, para 1). I had
not read the museum’s statement about the piece until preparing to write this, but I have stopped
and looked at those words every day for months. Cave created the piece in response to the police
murder of George Floyd with the intention of provoking viewers into questioning “where truth
does and does not reside” (Brooklyn Museum, 2021, para 1). One early morning as I paused to
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wait for the traffic light, I glanced at the museum and saw a huddled shape on the stairs, under
the words “Truth Be Told.” A person had made the museum steps their bed for the night. I was
struck by the image of this massive cultural institution, which by installing Cave’s work was
opening up questions of what “truth” is and who gets to tell it. It felt to me as though the person
sleeping there represented an opportunity to dig deeper into these questions and to understand
that ultimately when there is no space for people to speak their truths, we lose sight of our
collective responsibility to each other and to the planet.
I still have hundreds of pages of transcripts that did not make it into this document and
have been reflecting on the power that I had in the shaping of the narrative you are now reading.
I feel certain that the power in this project is that the participants not only shared in the
sensemaking, which represents their truths and my own, but that they want other people to hear
what they have to say. Just recently, Jared (former student participant) reached out to me
because he wanted to know what people thought of his stories. He wrote, “I felt like mines was
deep and touching and could’ve stood out.” Each of the participants shared their stories in an
effort to be heard and seen and also to help people understand what it means to work and learn in
a self-contained educational environment. Someday, this research will become an artifact within
the long history of education and hopefully someone will question how decisions were made the
way this story was told.
In Chapter Three, I discussed Bourdieu’s concept of “genesis amnesia” – this idea that
humanity has a tendency to forget how things began and so continues to do things because,
“that’s how they have always been done” or because they reinvent the wheel. Educational
rhetoric and policy shifts follow this cycle, as thoroughly explained by Cuban and Tyack in their
book Tinkering Towards Utopia (1995). We can see an example of this in the current trend (in at
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least twenty-seven states) towards banning critical race theory or discussions of race, racism or
certain historical events. This is not the first time that politicians have attempted to wrest control
over classrooms in an effort to mandate patriotism (Waxman, 2020). In response to these efforts,
The Zinn Education Project (named for the late radical historian Howard Zinn), put out a call to
educators to “pledge to teach the truth” with this statement:
From police violence, to the prison system, to the wealth gap, to maternal mortality rates,
to housing, to education and beyond, the major institutions and systems of our country
are deeply infected with anti-Blackness and its intersection with other forms of
oppression. To not acknowledge this and help students understand the roots of U.S.
racism is to deceive them – not educate them. This history helps students understand the
roots of inequality today and gives them the tools to shape a just future. It is not just a
history of oppression, but also a history of how people have organized and created
coalitions across race, class, and gender. (Zinn Education Project, 2021)
Without a deep structural and historical understanding, this system of segregating and excluding
will continue to persist under the guise of special education services. I arrived at my research
questions and project design by pulling threads from reading, writing, listening, looking, and
making things. As I worked, I untangled three distinct strands from a knotty ball of ideas: my
positionality, my theoretical and conceptual framework, and a genealogy of deservingness.
These strands, braided together, let me create a research space to piece together the truths offered
by the participants.
In his 2021 book, How the Word is Passed, author Clint Smith grapples with the ways in
which a place (and its people) choose to remember and tell its story about slavery. He expresses
this moment in which he “became obsessed with how slavery is remembered and reckoned with,
with teaching myself all of the things I wish someone had taught me long ago” (Smith, 2021,
p. 6). I want to wind the historical clock back even further than 1619 to show how settler
colonial understandings of property led to an educational system that is structured around the
idea that resources are distributed based on hierarchy. This hierarchy, as I will explain in the
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next paragraph, is organized by rules, which I refer to as schema. After conducting this research,
I regret that there were no opportunities to dig deep into the history of education within my own
teacher preparation program, as that now feels to me like an essential part of understanding the
role of a teacher. I opted into a profession without a critical and historical understanding of the
task I was preparing to undertake and I am not alone.
I understand structural racism as part of the way in which settler colonialism continues to
operate in the United States. As McKay et al (2020) write,
Structural racism hinges upon the land-based logic of settler colonialism as legitimated
by the settler state. Central to this logic is the dispossession of, and exclusive access to,
land and natural resources along racial lines. Land and natural resources have been
central to white capital accumulation, and racial formation occurs especially as a means
to justify transfers of wealth. This is illustrated by the settler state’s differential racial
classification between blacks (via the one-drop rule) and Indians (via blood quantum).
(p. 3)
Seeing the structure of the K-12 educational system in the United States (3K-12 in New York
City) through the lens of settler colonialism allows for a deeper exploration of why structural
racism persists. Settler colonialism is a structure, which as defined by Sewell (see Chapter Two),
is made up of a co-dependent relationship between resources and schema. I further explain this
duality of structure in my discussion of Jared’s experience with the KARMA system at his
middle school in Chapter Five. Schools are a resource that consist of other resources, both
human (staff, other students, etc.) and non-human (materials, facilities, etc.). Access to those
resources is dependent upon a schema or set of rules that Tyack and Cuban (1995) refer to as the
“grammar of schooling” (p. 85). An example of a way in which structural racism endures as a
logic of settler colonialism is the way in which schema are used to make decisions about
resource allocation. The logics of settler colonialism led to the creation of a hierarchy related to
land and property, which generated generations of white wealth accumulation. In New York
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City, this hierarchy and wealth accumulation has created “the most segregated schools in the
country” (New York Times, 2012, n.p.). In this dissertation, I have contended that self-contained
educational settings are an example of the logics of settler colonialism in determining access to
resources, which maintain racial segregation.
In Chapter Five, former student participant Jared (who identified as “Latino/Hispanic”),
has a realization that he had never attended school with “white kids.” In the interview he says,
“Yo, my whole life I just been in school with nothing but Blacks and Latinos.” If you can
imagine, that “yo” was an extended “yoooooo!!” like he was just figuring it out. He was offered
an opportunity, during his final year of school, to switch to a brand-new high school building that
contained a floor where his current school had a program. But, he worried that he would feel
uncomfortable in a place “like DeGrassi.” He knew that a lot of white kids went to the school
and his perception of the school was that it was going to be like the fictional suburban school
from the television show “DeGrassi High,” even though it was just a few blocks from the school
he attended. He explained that the TV show “literally gave me lessons on how to move in high
school…inside and outside of school, but from a non-urban community types shit.” He describes
trying to emulate the characters as a way to learn how to blend in so that he would be prepared
when he got to high school. He then told a story about a time in middle school when he dated a
girl who went to a large high school nearby:
I would look at that school every time I would go pick her up and I seen all these kids
that was mad white and stuff. I had never been in a school with white kids like that
before so I would think to myself, “wow, this is a regular school, when am I ever going to
be in a position like this?” So, even in middle school I thought that’s what I wanted but I
wanted to be cool too.
Jared noticed that “mad white” kids (‘mad’ means a lot of) attended “regular school.” He
questioned when he might be “in a position to attend a regular school,” but struggled with the
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idea that he also wanted to be “cool.” Throughout Jared’s interview he talked about always
trying to maintain his image as cool, which is deeply connected to his racial and neighborhood
identities. He felt that attending a “regular school” would compromise those identities. That he
would have to change in order to be there. In the end Jared states, “I had that mentality in my
head that, you know, I’m an urban kid and this is what I want, this is where I’m gonna be.”
Former student participants, Sage (who identified as “white”) and Logan (who identified
as “white/Black”), were the only former students who were able to make a decision for
themselves about attending a self-contained program. Logan and Sage each explained that they
were able to access external resources like family support, medical care, and
psychological/psychiatric care outside of school, which helped them maintain their in-school
progress, until high school. Their access to these external resources kept them out of selfcontained settings until their needs disrupted the schema of their community school settings by
verbalizing that they needed support, in school.
As Sage recalls, “my mental health and everyone else’s was considered or treated as like
homework, like dude [that’s something to do] on your own time. I realized that once I was given
better resources [outside of school] to articulate how I was feeling, I couldn’t. I had no outlet [at
that school].” Sage then had to decide where to continue her high school education. “I just feel
like they [regular schools] consider the optimal conditions for a neurotypical student rather than
considering what benefits everyone.” As she moves to describe the shift into a self-contained
environment, she realizes the difference in the demographics of the school. “There were a lot of
students of color,” which was different from her previous school, which she described as “a
homogenous body of students.” In Sage’s experience, the “homogenous body of students” was
at a “disadvantage” because it pushes them further away from “us.” While Sage identifies as
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white, because of the ways in which she was labeled in school, she does not identify with being a
part of a “regular school” community. She believes strongly that people need to speak out about
“racial inequalities” and “ableism” in schools. She expressed repeatedly that she was aware that
she was not singled out for disciplinary issues in the same ways as were her classmates who were
not white:
I have more privilege in that way and if I had looked different, my high school
experience probably wouldn’t have panned out the way it had. I probably would have
been perceived as aggressive or defiant when in reality, I was advocating for myself
against real injustice in school. I think I tried my best to use my privilege to bridge the
gap between [the programs that I attended].
Sage understood her whiteness as a tool that allowed her to have the high school experience that
she did. She attended a highly regarded public arts high school before transferring to her selfcontained program in the tenth grade. At her first school, she was the outlier because of her
anxiety and mental health issues. In her self-contained placement, she became the outlier
because of her race. As a white person, she observed her friends who were not white get
harassed by school safety, administrators, and other school staff. She was able to see that her
friends were advocating for themselves, but because of the color of their skin they were
perceived as disciplinary or safety issues. This compelled Sage to speak up about the disparity in
treatment in her classes and with school administrators. In our interviews, it became clear to me
that this is still something that Sage is working through. Her intersectional identity as a white
person with a mental health diagnosis has made it so she is constantly navigating a space of
advocating for her own needs and, at the same time, trying to raise attention to the disparity of
the system.
At the beginning of sixth grade, Logan had his leg amputated as a result of complications
from a heart attack. When he got to high school, he remembers “the school was massive and
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there were only two elevators, so you needed an elevator pass, and you needed an IEP to get the
pass.” Logan did not have an IEP. It should be noted here that a policy requiring a student with
a prosthetic limb to have an IEP in order to get an elevator pass directly violates the Americans
with Disabilities Act. Logan took the stairs, ten-flights up to his band class, carrying a thirtypound saxophone. He remembers, “I was having a rough time. I was not in a good place
academically, which I had never experienced. It was the sheer weight of what was expected and
the lack of support. It was really overwhelming. My body just kind of collapsed on itself with
an infection and I was out of commission.”
For most of their academic careers, Logan and Sage both satisfied the schema of the
public/community school structure by receiving good grades, not having disciplinary issues,
having parents active in their educations, and attending school regularly. As a result, they
continued to receive access to resources like advanced placement courses for college credit,
advanced music and arts classes, and college-preparatory curriculum. Once they were in need of
resources (mental health counseling) that were outside of the schema for a community school
setting, they had to find other programs to attend, which meant that they would no longer have
access to the academic and material resources of a community school.
Self-contained educational programs that exist outside of community schools were never
imagined as places that students would need resources like college counseling. The emphasis in
these programs has always been on basic academics and keeping “disruptive” students separate
from their non-disruptive peers. In Chapter Three, I describe the historical foundations of selfcontained educational programs like the one described by the participants in this study. Educator
Spike began his teaching career in a ‘600’ school and taught through the city’s transition from
‘600’ schools to District 75. He recalls that the expectation was that as long as he kept the kids
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in the room, he would be considered a successful teacher. Educator Lydia recalls that when she
started working, the students were not earning real diplomas, they just stayed in school (or on the
rosters) until they aged-out of the program. Even when I began my career, thirty-two years after
Spike, it was emphasized that as long as I managed my classroom and did not have to call a dean
or school safety for support that I would be rated as a satisfactory teacher.
Ace described the difference between “gen ed” and self-contained as “you get AP classes,
you get advanced classes, you learn a little bit more, you can take on a little bit more.” For Ace,
Carlos, Jared, Kim, Rabbit, and Rice, attending a self-contained high school program meant:
•

no access to college or career counseling

•

no access to advanced placement or honors coursework

•

limited access to vocational classes with no certifications towards graduation

•

limited access to transitional planning

•

access to small class size ratio

•

access to paraprofessional support in the classroom

The structure of school is built upon an interplay between resources and schema. Reading and
listening to the words of the former students as they described the ways in which they
experienced the decision-making around their education makes it clear that access to resources
has depended upon an ability and a desire to fit the schema. The New York City public school
system is the most segregated in the nation because that is the story that the structure was
designed to tell.
The former students were removed from their community school programs as soon as
they disrupted the schema of their school/classroom, for most this was in early-elementary
school and for Sage, Logan, and Kim, high school. These moves determined what resources this
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group of students would have access to for the remainder of their academic careers. The longterm effects of this are that all of the former students are struggling in exactly the ways in which
the literature about these students expects them to. Their experiences with schooling have not
prepared them to do anything but struggle, which results in the perfect opportunity for an
institution to tell the success stories of those few students who “make it” or who “overcame the
odds.” When the structure relies upon the schema determining access to the resources and the
resources determine the schema, the “odds” are that only a few are going to “make it.” This
structure aids in maintaining the meritocratic myth that if you work hard enough, you can
achieve anything. This project was never intended to tell the story of the few that “made it” and
my research does not back up that narrative.
Structural analysis, however, cannot tell the whole story and this is because it believes it
is the whole story. What a pure structural analysis misses is the powerful role of human agency.
I could never reduce the experiences of the participants in this study (or my own) to a
deterministic analysis of the structure doing what it is supposed to do – maintain the structure.
Structures put things into place, but cannot account for the ways in which people will resist,
imagine, create, and disrupt to figure out how and where they belong. This is why I introduced
my hexagonal theoretical and conceptual framework, which, in the visualization (on page 32),
illustrates the structural forces balanced with agency because this is how I heard my participants
speak about their experiences – in a constant negotiation between their own following of the
structure of the educational system and fighting against it. This negotiation places them at the
threshold between agency and structure.
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Figure 15: Hexagonal Thinking 2

As a reflexive exercise, I decided to re-represent my original framework using cut paper,
which you can see in Figure 15. This gave me a way to be able to physically touch and move the
hexagons as I reflected on their connections with each other and with the narratives shared by the
participants. Hexagonal thinking allows for a visual and physical way to make connections
between concepts and ideas. I found that this tool allowed me to represent the complicated way
in which the participants navigated the space between agency and structure. I worked on this at
the end of the school day, sitting at my desk with my office door propped open. Ordinarily, I
would hear laughing, running, sometimes screaming, and all of the other noises one associates
with a lively group of teenagers, but because of Covid-19 protocols, staff and student movement
around the building was dramatically restricted. This made the building feel abandoned and
made me feel like I was all alone. I slid the pieces of paper around and found myself tracing the
triangle that represents threshold people and imagining the participants and myself circulating in
this space of longing to be. This feeling was reinforced by the reminders of life passing by, just
outside my window: cars backfiring, clip clop of horse hooves and carriages on their way to
Central Park, impatient drivers honking, people having loud conversations on their phones, all
reminders of the world passing by.
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When I started this project, I only had my own story and experiences and because of the
nature of self-contained environments it felt like an individual narrative, but I knew that it could
not just be me. The educator participant Billy described her experience of a self-contained
environment, “you really feel isolated, and really the only other people who would understand or
have some sort of common ground with are those who teach in a similar setting.” Billy’s words
confirmed my intuition, while I felt alone – so did the other educators. At the same time, many
of the former students expressed sentiments similar to Chris, “I was surrounded by people that
was going through the same stuff as me. But also, the teachers, they teach in a way you can
relate to…like teachers of my background, color, race. We can relate, they just sat down and
talked.” The educators and former students described circulating through a space in which they
felt simultaneously invisible and seen. This contradiction and the power that it has on creating a
sense of place and forming relationships is the heart of the complexity and humanity that exists
in self-contained educational environments.
I identified threshold people as a theoretical space to describe the community that is
developed within a self-contained educational space. That the people who make up this research
are in a constant navigation between structure and agency. The idea of a threshold is that it is an
in-between space, that little piece of the door frame that holds a door – a space that you walk
through, not a space that you stay, it is a space of longing to be. But if you are someone who
doesn’t go through the door or never comes out of the door, where do you go? Many of the
educators and some of the former students talked about being in a space that nobody else knew
about. Former student Chris described it as “neither here nor there” and you were able to hear
and see the educators describe their experiences in the video “People Don’t Know We Exist.”
The liminal position of this school “population” removes them from having a voice in the
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structures that keep them in the margins, or from even being seen as human and deserving. The
hope and desire in this project is to lift these voices, these humans, into spaces where their words
will spark conversations that ignite movement for change.
sensemaking 1: Implications and Possibilities
The implications and possibilities of this project reach far beyond the boundaries of
special education and directly into the heart of a movement for abolition of dehumanizing
educational spaces. While some of the individual students in this study experienced moments of
feeling understood or learning – others felt like they never had the opportunity, that they had just
been forgotten in a space. A question that readers should always return to is, who benefits by
maintaining an educational space that is invisible? When school systems use the language of
“community school” to describe schools that are not open for all students to attend, what is the
message that is sent to these students? That they do not belong in the community? How are
decisions made about who deserves to belong? When students are reduced to labels, we lose
sight of their humanity. But when students and the teachers who live, teach, and learn with them
have the opportunity to reflect, to make sense of their experiences, they humanize themselves.
Bell hooks (1986) helps us all move towards seeing and action when she writes that we must
“bear witness to the primacy of struggle in any situation of domination, to the strength and power
that emerges from sustained resistance, and the profound conviction that these forces can be
healing, can protect us from dehumanization and despair” (p. 126).
senseMaking 2: Relationships and Belonging
As a final step of my senseMaking, I decided to make a quilt. I had never made a quilt
before and so I enlisted the help of my mother and my wife (neither of whom had ever quilted
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before either). Somehow, making a quilt felt like the final step of this process as I needed to
make something as a way to bring all of the pieces of my sensemaking together.
Sitting at the table, I slowly pull the fabric apart. I slide the seam ripper into the space I
created with my fingers and carefully pop each of the stitches holding the fabric together. As I
break the threads, I think about the tools and materials in my hands and the generations of
knowledge that guide my fingers through this process. I was raised by parents who are firm
believers in mending and reusing – saving even the smallest pieces of fabric or random nuts and
bolts because they might have a use. As a child, one of the first marks of the coming summer was
when my mother would take me to the fabric store to select fabrics that would become my
summer shorts. I can remember sitting in the cart, sticking out my hand, and letting my fingers
rumble across the bolts. My mother would call my attention to the different textures and
patterns, patiently explaining why flannel would not be a good choice for summer shorts, but
perhaps she would make some pajamas.
In the home that I spent my elementary and middle school-aged years, my mother had her
sewing machine set up in the basement; it was not far from her desk, my easel, my workbench,
and my father’s workbench. I spent a lot of time in the basement playing, experimenting, and
reading as my parents worked on their projects or while my mother was researching and writing
her dissertation. I also observed their ways of making. My mother would painstakingly pin her
patterns to fabric that was spread across the Formica table with the gold specks in it. Her bluehandled scissors (never to be used on paper) and an old wooden sugar bucket filled with
generations-old buttons were never far from where she worked. My father would organize all of
his screws and nails into coffee cans and stack them into milk crates. Hand tools were stacked in
his toolbox and hanging on the pegboard behind the massive wooden table. His workbench was
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a magical place of broken things that he would putter with until they were fixed or turned into
something else.
For me, understanding the positions from which I was looking, listening, and thinking
about was an essential and continual part of my reflexive process, my experience of awakening
and becoming. What was revealed to me in these reflections was my own sensemaking about
what it means to belong and what I now identify as a life’s worth of struggles and experiments in
standing in the threshold and “longing to be.” In his 2008 book, Community: The Structure of
Belonging, author Peter Block writes:
Belonging can also be thought of as a longing to be. Being is our capacity to find our
deeper purpose in all that we do. It is the capacity to be present and to discover our
authenticity and whole selves. This is often thought of as an individual capacity, but it is
also a community capacity. Community is the container within which our longing to be
is fulfilled. Without the connectedness of a community, we will continue to choose not
to be. (p. xviii)
This dissertation sought to create a space for the participants’ counter-narratives within academic
literature as a way to inform policy and pedagogical decisions. While their experiences speak to
a very specific place in school – self-contained environments – the understandings of this
dissertation are not limited to the discourse of special education or even to the field of
education. The narratives of the participants reveal the complexity of a very basic human
desire – a need to belong.
“Quilts tell stories. Their traditional role in providing warmth and comfort connects them
to the most intimate parts of people’s lives, families, and homes” (Parmal et al, 2021, p. 13).
Because of its associations with home and hearth, quilting is also a powerful tool of resistance. I
remember being in Washington, DC in 1996 to view the last public display of the NAMES
Project AIDS Memorial Quilt. It was the last display of the complete quilt because, by this time,
so many panels – representing the lives of people who had died of AIDS related illnesses – had
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been added that there was no longer a public space large enough to view the quilt in its entirety.
I searched for panels that had been made for friends that I had lost. I stayed on the National Mall
until well after dark, helping to fold up the panels and store them until all that was left was a
patchwork of grass and footpaths. A few years later, I worked with a committee of community
members to bring a section of the quilt to our town as a way to invite home the memories of
people who had not been welcome when they were alive. Hosting the quilt was a way to show
our community that our friends and family did belong.
Early in my doctoral studies, I was inspired by the visual
model of sociologist Wendy Luttrell’s “reflexive-origami North
Star research design” (Luttrell, 2010, p. 161). I held her guidance
on research relationships very close to my heart: “What specific
moral, political, and ethical principles will guide your
investigation? What guidelines will you follow, including and

Figure 16: Luttrell’s Model

beyond, ‘Do no harm?’ What criteria of reciprocity, fairness, or justice will you use?” (p. 161).
I used her model as I designed my own project and found myself drawing stars into my
notebooks as I was listening to my interviews. As I thought about my parents in our basement
working away, I was able to see that my need to make is intimately connected to how I make
sense.
I sketched out a basic plan using the origami-North Star as my guide. My mother and I
went to the store together to select fabric. We spent hours touching, comparing, and matching
textures and patterns – just as I had spent hours reading, listening, and reflecting on the patterns
and themes in my interviews. The reflexive model encourages its users to continually return to
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the research questions as you move through your research design. I chose a repeating color of
yellow-green to represent my research questions:
1) How do former students labeled with an educational dis/ability navigate and make meaning
of their learning environments?
Ø What discourses do the former students embrace, twist, and/or reject as a means to
make meaning of their educational experiences (e.g., deservingness, meritocracy,
ability and/or dis/ability, containment, etc.)?
2) How do educational professionals working in self-contained special education settings make
meaning of their work-related experiences and decisions?
Ø What discourses do the educational professionals embrace, twist, and/or reject as a
means to make meaning of their professional experiences in self-contained settings
(e.g., deservingness, meritocracy, ability and/or dis/ability, special education, purpose
of education, etc.)?
I then used a palate of warm colors: red, pink, fuschia, and orange to represent the knowledge
framework, inquiry framework, goals, and validity. I sat at my parents’ dining room table as I
cut the pieces and sewed them together. My mother, wife, and I worked together stitching the
pieces by hand before I took them to the sewing machine. This followed an almost parallel work
process to the way in which I cut out sections of data and glued them to separate sheets of paper
at a table I set up in the middle of our apartment. I sat there for days, organizing sections of
interviews into patterns and themes. After I pieced all of the data together, I took it to my desk
and began writing. Using words as my stitches to hold the pieces together. Slowly, but surely
the quilt came together (as did this dissertation).
The part that was the hardest was the center of the star. I insisted that the star had to have
a space in the middle, which necessitated ripping out stitches and then painstakingly hand
tucking and sewing the center. Again, this quilt was part of my senseMaking and as I write
about the sewing process, I can see that the center was the most difficult because this was the
part that represented research relationships. Relationships are at the center of the reflexive
model and at the heart of my research process. Over the weeks and months of writing this
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dissertation, I agonized over the representations of the words of the participants. I incorporated
them as senseMakers because I wanted them to know and feel that they are in the fabric of this
project, in this space – we belong. Research has the potential to destroy as much as it has the
potential to create new ideas and so much of this is dependent upon the relationships that you
hold while you work. My research relationships extend beyond just the participants of this
study. It has taken a massive village of people to help, hold, see, and hear me and my ideas over
the last eight years. While this project is at its conclusion, the opportunities to piece together
new ideas are endless.

Figure 17: A section of the quilt
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